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This anthology is dedicated as always, and with love, to my family—Jeannette, Julian, and Devin.

Thank you, also, to all authors who contributed such dark and marvelous tales. Your imaginations are a wonder and an inspiration to readers the world over.


INTRODUCTION TO +HORROR LIBRARY+ VOLUME 9

BY ERIC J. GUIGNARD



THERE ARE CERTAIN MOMENTS IN which we look back and realize what an immense amount of time has passed in one regard or another. A school year has concluded, an anniversary arrived; a due date, or the reminder of a milestone from some lifetime ago. My moment of astonishment at hand is that I’ve been pursuing horror writing with the goal of publication since February, 2011.

That’s over fourteen years ago, and I can still clearly remember the moment of making that decision, having been unemployed and dejected at life’s downhill slide back then. Turning to writing has been one of the best and greatest joys I could have made for myself. It’s certainly not profitable. And it’s a pendulum of frenetic emotions: frustration, elation, wonder; all the colors of affection. But it’s my outlet, my expression, pieces of myself I can point at and say, “I made that.” I have a voice, I have meaning. I’ve helped others. I’ve entertained others. Maybe I’ve even inspired others, too.

Besides writing, I’ve also turned to (and seemingly become more prolific in) editing anthologies and publishing books. And this has more to do with my own anthology reading tastes growing up, which inspired a love for writing in the first place . . . but more on that later.

I’m at a point now that I have to go back and count up my projects in order to remember them all: on the writing front, it’s two collections of short fiction, a novella, a novel, and a second novel sitting with an agent. As editor, I’ve assembled thirteen anthologies, seven primers (Exploring Dark Short Fiction), ten volumes of Haunted Library of Horror Classics through SourceBooks, plus another three reprints of classics done on my own. And through my press, Dark Moon Books, I’ve published thirty-two books (including this volume of +Horror Library+ you hold in hand (or view onscreen). I’ve also edited other publishers’ books, or done layout, formatting, or cover design, etc.; in total, I’ve been part of over a hundred books.

I don’t say this to boast, but to proclaim I’m proud of it all. I love writing, and I also love anthologizing and editing, designing, publishing, etc. Like everything, I can say that I love each aspect and role for different reasons . . . Besides my own writing, what I might love just slightly more than anything else (shh—don’t tell the others!), is putting out these +Horror Library+ anthologies.

I’m a proponent of anthologies in general. In an academic sense, anthologies can offer diverse perspectives to readers, introduce new writers, and promote original ideas. They’re a training ground for authors, a source of experimentation; they provide a structured means to explore, expand, and subvert. All within a single book.

But horror anthologies specifically, of course, is (chef’s kiss) ze best!

At a writing convention recently, I was in conversation with another author, and they said that “Horror tells the truth when other genres lie.”

I like that. Romance might promise that love conquers all. Fantasy can claim destiny waits for the worthy. Science fiction imagines better tomorrows. But horror says we are vulnerable. Bad things happen outside of our control, regardless of our plans, our precautions. Our bodies can be broken. Our minds betrayed. Our family, our friends, our beliefs: they may not be what we presume. And yet, we read it anyway. Because we want the truth . . . not necessarily the truth of what is, but the truth of what could be. We are drawn to stories that confront the unspeakable terrors, because part of us knows it lives with us every day—beneath the floorboards of our routines, behind the smiling mask of normalcy. When we watch a character descend the stairs into the dark cellar, we go with them because we know what it is to do the wrong thing for the right reasons. We know what it is to feel something watching, even when we are alone . . . We read horror for many reasons; look at the news and the state of society. We read for escapism or catharsis or relief from anxiety. Horror allows our brains to experience traumatic events in a safe space, as opposed to experiencing the danger in real life. For me, tacked on to all else, it’s just “exciting”. I once was unemployed with few prospects, and now I get to build words of ghosts and mythology, and that makes me happy.

See, I grew up on horror anthologies and credit them for my love of dark, weird, and imaginative fiction: Whispers (ed. Stuart David Schiff); Borderlands (ed. Thomas Monteleone); Shadows (ed. Charles Grant); Masques (ed. J.N. Williamson), Shivers (ed. Richard Chizmar), etc. I had them all, and they were instrumental in my formative years.

It’s been my vision—and I feel I’ve succeeded—to fit +Horror Library+ into that category of canon. A home, a platform (a safe space, even) for ideas of the strange, provocative, and darkly imaginative. Books in which authors can share their darkest dreams, and readers can take fright, delight, or perhaps a bit of both in reading.

And this, perhaps, is another moment I can look back upon, that what led to my love of horror fiction, has allowed me now to promote to others, and that it has come entirely full circle.

Midnight cheers,


[image: Signature]



—Eric J. Guignard

Chino Hills, California

June 28, 2025


AFTERIMAGE

BY R. E. RULE



THE OFFICES OF HINSON, HINSON & Wabash were located in an aggressively square building between a Kid Burger and the three-story furniture outlet where nothing inside cost less than a month’s pay. Nik parked in the narrow alley beside the office building and checked the work order before he went inside, wincing as his boots squalled with each step across the polished floor.

“Hold, please,” the receptionist said and pressed a button, wedging the phone against her ear with her shoulder. “It’s on the second floor.” Her bright acrylics clacked against her keyboard. “In the conference room at the end of the hall.”

She’d barely looked up, only glanced at the bright “Aftertaker” badge on Nik’s shirt. After a moment of staring, he realized she was talking to him, and he started toward the elevators. “Use the back entrance on your way out,” she called after him. She was half-standing, anxiously leaning over the reception desk, the phone cradled to her chest.

“Yeah, sure,” Nik said. He’d heard the words enough to know what she meant. We don’t want people seeing you here. We don’t want them knowing we have these kinds of . . . problems at Hinson, Hinson & Wabash.

As soon as the elevator dinged for the second floor and the doors slid open, he could smell it. A heavy dampness like wet earth. A stale, antiseptic stench. It was probably in his head, but he still smelled it and thought of graves carved open, of muddy water pooling at the bottom of deep pits. A man was in the hall, his dress shirt stained with half-circles of sweat under his arms, banging his palm against a printer. He frowned when Nik clumped past, then he went into his office and shut the door.

Nik put a hand on the sleek narrow handle of the conference room door and stood, waiting. For what, he didn’t know. “It’s not real,” he muttered at last, and opened it.

That was what Mateo had told him during Nik’s probation when he had to be supervised during removals. “It’s like a reflex. Like a . . . ” Mateo had juggled the words in his hands a moment. “Like an afterimage, ya know?” They’d been standing outside on the sidewalk. Some poor soul had gone to take a shower and found a nasty shock behind the curtain. Nik and Mateo were there to clean out the bathtub.

“Yeah, sure.” Nik didn’t know. He’d looked it up later. Afterimage: the impression of an image that continues to appear after the stimulus is no longer present.

“Just stick it in a trash bag and throw it in the dumpster,” Mateo said.

Nik frowned. “Aren’t we supposed to get it sanctified or something?” He thought he’d read that in a brochure once. Probably while he was sitting in the narrow waiting room of the Aftertaker’s office, waiting for his interview.

“Hell naw, man,” Mateo said. “That’s just for the customers. So they don’t think they’re going to get cursed or some shit.”

Six months of probation, and all Nik really remembered about Mateo were those words and that despite the thick leather belt he always wore, his pants never seemed to stay up. Now Nik worked solo, and that meant he should be able to handle it.

The it—the thing he was meant to remove—was sitting in the back corner of the room. The lights were off. He saw it through the flashes and bursts of sunlight slipping between the blinds that were swaying over the wide window. It was pale, flaccid, somehow devoid of color, curled around itself like an embryo taken too soon from its egg. He thought it was looking at him.

Nik clenched the door handle. “It’s not real,” he muttered. The hair on the back of his neck had gone stiff, stabbing him like pins. “It’s just a crossed wire. Some cosmic fuck up.”

But the thing by the wall didn’t do him the favor of believing in its own non-existence. Limply, its head was swinging from side to side, like it was singing a tune Nik couldn’t hear. It was a mass of hair and too many arms and legs and hands and feet, some wrinkly, some smooth. But only two eyes—Nik had always wondered why. It made him think of it as a person when he knew he shouldn’t.

Sure, someone somewhere had died, and then this thing had shown up. But that didn’t make it human. It was just a remnant, an artifact, as if whatever was left after the human consciousness stopped had kept on going, suddenly untethered, forgetting everything but its own existence, all moments of its being crammed together into one mass too convoluted to recognize. It might’ve been a woman, or a young boy, or a very old man. Whatever it was, it was naked.

“Detritus” is what the brochure had called them. “Debris from the hereafter.” That had made it sound very official, very sanitized. Nik shut the door and walked over to it. He reached into the pouch on his belt and pulled out a trash bag, snapping it open. It was a heavy black plastic one, fifty-gallon, extra thick.

“Who are you?” Nik asked. “Or . . . were you, I guess.” He asked it more for himself than for them. His own personal Turing test. They never answered.

The thing looked at him with empty faded eyes, wet like it had been crying. And the feeling that Nik had always been able to ignore when Mateo had been standing over his shoulder was suddenly throbbing in his head: if he put it into the bag, it would suffocate. It would paw weakly at the plastic like a blind kitten, choking, dying, and he’d be the one who’d killed it.

“It’s not real,” he said again, flatly, not really believing himself, then, “Oh, hell.”

***

NIK’S TRUCK WAS a company vehicle and, technically, Aftertaker’s property. Inside, it smelled like industrial strength aerosol. McDonald’s wrappers and a plastic Coke bottle he’d spit gum into and bent in half lay crumpled on the floor. His backpack sat on the seat: a tan affair with a million pockets that he’d gotten from the Army Surplus. People who saw it thought he had done a stint in whatever war had just finished or whatever war was just starting. He didn’t bother to correct them.

He’d managed to get the removal—the thing—out of Hinson, Hinson & Wabash and onto the front seat. It was in the trash bag, not shoved inside but wrapped up as if with a blanket. It had felt like nothing in his arms—probably because it was—but Nik put the seat belt around it anyway. He circled the truck, climbed into the front seat, closed the door, and just sat. He didn’t know what to do next.

He was probably breaking some rule, though he didn’t know which one. Maybe defacing company property by putting detritus on the front seat—already the truck was starting to smell like moldy earth. Maybe not doing what the customer was paying for—but he’d removed the thing like they’d requested. Maybe it was some moral rule stretching somewhere deep inside. The thing was supposed to be taken away, thrown away, so no one had to look at it.

He didn’t want to look at it.

Nik started the truck and raced into traffic, joining the flow of cars leaking through stoplights, eventually buzzing along the highway, passing strip malls and car dealerships and hotel signs.

Beneath his grip on the steering wheel, his palms started to sweat. Anyone glancing through the truck window would see flesh and hair wrapped in a trash bag; they’d think he had a person in here, an unconscious naked person. He might be able to explain eventually, but not before the cops had pulled him over and broken his nose against the hood of his truck.

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” he said lamely. “I’ll get in trouble.”

With whom, he still didn’t know.

He glanced over at the thing. Its head was swung against the seat, hair clinging to its wet cheek. The sensation that it was watching him prickled up his spine, and he kept his eyes on the road after that. He flicked on the blinker and took Exit 37. It was a reflex more than a choice. Through the suburb and past the defunct bowling alley was his apartment, a small set of rooms on the second floor of a long, stone square. He pulled into the driveway, relieved to see it was mostly empty, and parked.

Coming home was an instinct to find safety, and he took the thing inside, hiding it against his chest. He set it in a chair by the wall, and it stayed there, curled, arms around its many bony legs. Nik went to the couch and gingerly sat, looking at it. He leaned one way then the other. Everywhere he moved, its eyes seemed to follow him. He heard his own breath hissing in his nose, but the thing wasn’t breathing, and he heard that more than any sound it might’ve made.

His apartment wasn’t much, but it was his (at least, as long as he paid rent, which he was able to do courtesy of the Aftertaker’s direct deposit that, as if by some benevolent magic, refilled his bank account every month). Now a smell of wet decay was oozing off the creature and soaking into the carpet, the kind of stink that would make air freshener smell like rotting flowers. Nik thought about moving the thing to another room but decided that would be worse. Knowing it was there but not seeing it, feeling its presence like a cold breath on his neck. It might start moving once he’d looked away, crawling across the floor toward him while his back was turned, an icy hand reaching out—

His phone trilled, and he jumped, heart leaping into his ears. A name flashed onto the cracked screen: Sam, the Aftertaker’s dispatcher. “What?” he said when he answered, guiltily licking his dry lips.

“Where are you?” she demanded.

“Home.”

“You had a job today.” Tired irritation stretched her words. “Hinson, Hinson & Wabash. I told you that.”

“Already did it.” Nik glanced at the chair, saw it was still there, quickly looked away.

“You didn’t turn in the work order.”

“Oh. Right.”

She sighed deeply, and he heard a pen click. “What time did you arrive on-site?”

“Um.” Nik pulled the phone away from his ear and glanced at the time. “Noon?”

“Was it a standard removal or intensive?”

“Standard.”

“Any additional charges?”

“No.”

“And was the removal completed to the customer’s satisfaction?”

“Yeah, sure,” he mumbled.

She didn’t ask what he’d done with it afterward. She never did, now that he thought about it. “Turn in your work order next time.” She hung up.

A forgotten Aftertaker’s brochure still sat on the coffee table where Nik had thrown it six months ago, and he picked it up again, idly flipping through it, maybe looking for some sort of answer. Inside were pictures of rooms full of machines and wires and flashing lights and people in white coats. Tests and studies and experiments, hooking up the dead and dying and the detritus to computers. Psychics, for God’s sake. But the things exhibited no signs of life, no intelligence. They moved, but for no reason that anyone could figure out. They were empty shells. And in a world of eight billion people, they might’ve been anyone: war victims, the murdered, the sick or the very old. Nik tossed the brochure down again. We don’t know, it might have said. And frankly, we don’t care. Do you know how much money we spent trying to find out? We’ll gladly tell you. It was a lot. We did it for you. So, it’s okay if we throw them out with the greasy pizza boxes and the dirty cat litter. We know you don’t want to look at them. We don’t care so you don’t have to.

But Nik hadn’t thrown it away. And eventually he’d get another call to go to another place for another customer and haul out another thing.

And if he couldn’t throw this one away, he’d have no choice but to bring that one home too . . .

He looked at it, and as if he’d somehow summoned it with his thoughts, there were two of them now, stacked together like strange gelatinous twins, watching him. Quickly, he blinked and looked away.

He turned on the TV and turned up the volume until it hurt, shutting out the silence. He couldn’t lay down, couldn’t stretch out, only sat with his hands awkwardly on his thighs, staring at the flashing screen. He thought about ordering a pizza, trying to pretend it was any other Thursday after work, but he was terrified the delivery driver might see what he’d brought home through the door or the window and think Nik was some kind of perv that collected stuff like that. He closed the blinds and nuked a frozen pot pie. It came out bubbling hot, but when he stuck a fork into it, it was still frozen in the middle. He ate it anyway and threw the empty paper tin onto the coffee table next to the brochure.

The creatures were appearing in the shadows now; every time his eyes went out of focus, a twisted face appeared. “Not real,” he muttered and stared harder at the TV. His head sagged back on the couch.

Soon there were rows of them, crowding into the darkness of the room, stacking up in the shadows, waving pale arms, clumps of hair hanging like old rotting seaweed. And all their eyes were turned on him, watching, seeing through him, accusing in their pure emptiness, their lifelessness. Accusing him of what, he didn’t know. His home was full of them, hanging on the walls, piling on the furniture, reaching out to slide their cold wet hands around his ankles until they came tumbling down onto him, burying him in flaccid flesh that wasn’t real, the taste of wet earth filling his mouth—

Nik woke. The TV was blaring gunfire and screams. He jumped up and turned on the lights. The rooms were empty except for the one single thing still sitting in the chair where he’d left it. “This is stupid,” he panted. “Stupid, stupid.” He wished Mateo were here to laugh at him and call him a “fucking idiot.” He went to the sink and tore a trash bag off the roll from the cupboard so violently that it tumbled out and unfurled into a long black streak across the floor. He started toward the thing, hesitated, started forward again.

People with more smarts than him, more money than him, had done the thinking, done the research, and had said it was all okay. They were the ones who should know, but still he hesitated. Finally, he shoved the bag over it, gathering it up into a weightless bundle, but he still couldn’t tie the bag, couldn’t shake the feeling that if he did, he’d be the one killing it. He grabbed his keys and ran out the door, bag in hand, clattered down the stairs, and got into his truck, leaving the driveway so fast that the back tires squealed.

Back the way he’d come, turning left instead of right, was a park. There was a small inland pond and then a short channel leading to a larger lake. Nik liked to eat lunch there and watch the geese. Even though it was nearly dark, children were playing on the bright yellow playground. Instead of parking by the pavilions, Nik pulled off into a dirt lot next door. He wasn’t sure that made him less suspicious, but it made him feel better. He snatched the bag off the seat and went toward the lake, half-walking, half-trotting, glancing over his shoulder.

When he reached the lake, he stood on the end of the short dock, staring down at the water gurgling past the toes of his boots. He looked left then right, making sure no more things had appeared, that no one had followed him. The bag felt weightless, swinging lightly in the wind, but he knew the thing was in there, curled in the darkness, motionless, only moving because he moved it, because he carried it. So that was the choice: throw it away or carry it forever.

And he couldn’t do that.

He didn’t throw the bag, just opened his hand and let it fall.

It fluttered onto the water, and rested there for a moment, trembling in the wind. Nik was afraid it would blow away. Then it filled with water and sank, disappearing into the darkness. He stood on the dock, breathing in the fishy lake air, trying to huff the imaginary smell of death out of his nose.

He couldn’t see the thing anymore; it was beyond his reach, lost in the murky darkness of the water. But somehow, he didn’t feel any relief. And too late he remembered he’d think of it every time he came here for lunch and wonder if it was still there in the depths, waiting.
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BAGHDAD, 1259

BY TANVIR AHMED



I will bring you down from the spinning spheres;

I will toss you in the air like a lion.

I will leave no one alive in your realm;

I will burn your city and your lands.

—Message of Hulagu Khan to the Caliph of Baghdad, 1258

***

THEY SAY (AND ALLAH KNOWS better) that when the Mongol army reached the Rusafa Quarter, they dug up the old caliphs and set fire to their bones.

That was hardly the evilest thing to befall Baghdad during those forty days of ruin. Who has time to care about a few moldering bones when men were rolled into carpets and trampled, elders were drowned in the Tigris, pregnant women had their bellies slit for sport?

In Rusafa itself, not far down the riverbank from the caliphal tombs, the concubines of the reigning caliph were gathered and cut down to a one, as nothing more than precaution against an heir to the old throne.

Even so, the story of the bones lingered. When the pillaging ended, and the Mongol conquerors began nesting in freshly emptied mansions, and those of us who survived them crept outside once more, we heard the rumors about Rusafa’s tombs. Some would swear to remember what happened there; some would forget among all the rest of it.

I might have forgotten too, if not for the noyan’s mansion.

His Excellency Erke Noyan had been one of the sub-commanders occupying the Adudi Hospital during the conquest. He ranked just high enough in the Mongol army to merit a fief of his own after the city’s fall, and just low enough to have to wait until all the choice ones had already been doled out. By the time it was his turn, the best land along the Tigris had been claimed by the noyan’s betters.

Perhaps he could have settled a scrap of land farther off the bank, some slice of the Shammasiya or Mukharrim Quarters. But the noyan had not ridden out from the far steppe and crossed the ocean of grass to settle for lesser spoils. He would have a view on the river.

And so he put down his pennants at the edge of Rusafa, where the tombs had once stood, and ordered his mansion built there.

It was February of 1259, and workmen in Baghdad were few and far between. Most were already hard at work rebuilding the Market of the Sultan, the Great Mosque, the shrine of Imam al-Kazim, all burned to nothing. Others were fixing the all-important wells and canals, still dragging the occasional corpse from their depths. Governor Juwayni, the Persian bureaucrat appointed to oversee the reconstruction, rode out on frequent surprise inspections of those quarters, to assure himself that his vision of a newly flourishing Baghdad was coming to pass.

That left few able hands for Erke Noyan’s mansion. Progress was slow. Labor and material alike had to be sourced from neighboring towns, meaning the workers had to be quartered at the site. The noyan himself was called away several times for military duty, keeping him from supervising the work.

Then there were the ghosts.

They were only sightings, at first. The shapes of women watching from among the scaffolding and canvas. Small shadows darting behind half-raised walls without coming back out. Strange happenstances that could be passed off as tricks of dusk, when the dying light would grip the rising mansion’s edges, making of it a burning and broken crown on the riverside.

One night, a worker dreamed himself at a sumptuous feast, in the style of the first caliphs at their palaces. A songstress approached him, humming the music of the spheres. He embraced her and she embraced him, painted fingers curling around his neck, painted lips curling off her teeth, which he only then noticed were charred black. The man woke wild-eyed and choking. His companions all saw the angry handprints seared into his neck.

One night, a worker took a swallow of water and fell at once to his knees, grasping at his throat. The spilt water steamed where it fell, still boiling.

One night, a worker told his fellows that he heard someone crying by the river. His corpse was found the next morning, both bedraggled and singed.

The workers lay down their tools, the mansion unfinished. The threat of the Mongols was one thing, but the hauntings spoke to something in them that ran deeper yet.

And so, when neither clubs nor coins could move the workmen, the noyan turned to us.

***

THERE WERE FEWER dervishes in Baghdad than there had been, obviously. The Mongols had brought some exorcists of their own, Christian priests and Buddhist monks from their own country, but Erke Noyan thought that local spirits were best done away with by local experts, just as local crops were best grown by local farmers. So he called my master, Baba Siraj, and my master called me.

We set out on the river around sunset, in a boat commandeered on our behalf. The fisherman from whom it was taken kept his eyes down all the while. Baba Siraj sat at the prow, hooded eyes half-closed, fingers moving over a rosary of glimmering carnelian beads. His gray caftan and gray beard rippled in the evening breeze. I rowed us forward from the other end of the boat.

“What’s troubling you, Sameer?” Baba Siraj murmured, without looking back.

I considered offering some excuse before telling the truth. “Why are we doing this, master?”

“It is what we do,” he said gently.

“Not the exorcism,” I said. “Working for the Mongols.”

“We are bound to serve the people in whatever way Allah wills.”

“But the people aren’t the ones paying us. The people aren’t the ones who stand to gain. The noyan does.”

Baba Siraj glanced over his shoulder. He had the most beautiful eyes, large and long-lashed, the envy of any camel. “Sometimes we must tolerate oppressors, for the sake of keeping ourselves in a position to help the oppressed.”

“And what about the dead? What about justice for them?”

Baba Siraj returned to his rosary. “Justice is a matter for Allah.”

“How can you look at what’s been done,” I said, “and say that?”

From the middle of the Tigris, we had a view of both halves of Baghdad, resting on each bank. A year after the conquest, and the city still wore its scars. There was lamplight in the arches and windows, but it was scattered, whole stretches of neighborhoods still dark. The ivy and blossoms along the promenades, ubiquitous before, had not grown back. Here and there, shattered balconies and burst ramparts spoke to where the rubble had not yet been cleared. Most telling was the air itself. The call for prayer was faint from the rooftops and minarets, only sung from a few now, without any of the strength of old.

“I see the wind of Allah’s omnipotence blowing through the world,” Baba Siraj said. “You are a good apprentice, Sameer, but you are young still. When you are old enough to grow a full beard, you will see what I see too.”

Baba Siraj bowed his head, falling deeper into his devotions. I rowed us onward, but my heart was still rattling in the hollows of my chest.

***

WE LANDED ON the bank of Rusafa and headed into the abandoned camp on foot. The unfinished mansion looked like the corpse of a building, insides hanging out on full display. There were still a number of tents dotting the work site. The workers hadn’t bothered to take them down before leaving.

Baba Siraj knelt to the earth in the center of the mansion. “Here,” he declared.

I set before him an old brass bowl, the rim etched with the opening verses of the Surah of Kingship, and filled it with water brought from the Well of Zamzam. Baba Siraj removed a folded piece of paper from his caftan and dropped it into the blessed water. I watched the ink peel off the paper, curl in the water, and slowly dissolve.

They say (and Allah knows better) that when the Mongol army entered Baghdad, they threw so many books from the Great Library into the Tigris, the river ran black with ink.

I would not know. I hadn’t seen it. I had waited out the days of pillage in the house of a wealthy merchant who had made his own arrangements with the Mongols, early on in the siege. That merchant had sheltered his own boon companions from the old days, Baba Siraj among them; and Baba Siraj had brought me inside in turn.

I had not seen the books of the Great Library destroyed. What I had seen were men and women bartering expensive, damasked tomes with merchants from Hilla and Sib, giving them away for a few scallions and onions. Onions were precious in Baghdad after the siege. Smelling them was the only way to walk about the city without being overwhelmed by the corpse-rot.

Baba Siraj was humming a litany, his voice the sound of a single bee in the desert. The water in the bowl turned glossy.

Baba Siraj peered into the bowl. I leaned in from behind him.

The water burst into flame.

I stepped back in alarm. A keening wail filled my ears, scores of voices pressed into one long screech, trembling with fury, the sound of an inferno shuddering in the air.

And I saw them. I saw their faces, stretched into sharp-tongued screams. I saw their hair streaming unbound, turning to smoke as I watched. I saw them grasp their collars and rend them, and the silk dripped like blood as it fell from their bodies.

I saw the caliph’s women, begging at the feet of the Mongols who raised their scimitars anyway. I saw them run for the river, saw the soldiers raise their bows.

Baba Siraj knocked the bowl over. Both the fires and the screaming went out.

I fell to my knees, shaking.

“I seek refuge in God from the accursed devil,” Baba Siraj was chanting, again and again, until the vision’s traces started to fade.

I had been Baba Siraj’s apprentice for three years, helping him deal with all manner of devils and djinns. Sometimes they roosted in a house or human being, sometimes they resisted being cast out. But I had never seen or heard anything like what had just happened.

“What was that?” I managed to say.

Baba Siraj picked up the bowl and rose. “Ifrits,” he said sadly. “Old ones, strong ones. They were most likely bound here by the powers of the first caliphs. But the spells were disturbed by the conquest.”

“I heard a woman screaming,” I said. “I saw them . . . ”

“That is the way with ifrits,” Baba Siraj said. “Sometimes, they assume the forms of those who have been slain, may Allah take mercy on them.”

“You mean the concubines the Mongols killed here,” I said.

“Pray for mercy, Sameer,” Baba Siraj said, his voice tired, and he started back.

***

BANISHING THE IFRITS was beyond Baba Siraj. There might have been some tract or tome in the Great Library that could have helped him do it, but there was little enough left of the Library to peruse. Binding the ifrits, however, was a different matter.

On Baba Siraj’s advice, the noyan sent some of his troops to gather up the stray bones of Rusafa. The remains had to be ground to powder, and the bone-dust sealed up in a copper jar, to be buried in the mansion’s foundations, thus grounding the angry spirits and forcing them quiet, so long as they were not again disturbed. The seal itself would have to be pressed in a dervish’s blood, drawn by the edge of a blade set in a hilt of bone, forged in the name of Allah.

Baba Siraj sent me to find such a blade at the Market of the Sultan. A great many of the stalls there were still temporary, no more than carts set under cheap awnings. The stone alcoves were still marked by the blaze that had claimed the old market during the siege. Despite the money that Governor Juwayni had put into rebuilding, half of them were empty. Those merchants who had set up shop were quiet, trying not to draw attention from the Mongol soldiers on patrol.

The swordsmith I found did not even have his forge lit, and seemed shocked to see me. When I told him what I needed, he disappeared into his storeroom for a while. He came back out with a dagger, its hilt fashioned from ivory. I paid what he asked without question, with silver and copper coins stamped with the name of the last caliph. The cost was exorbitant. Afterward, I had almost nothing left.

As I was leaving the market, a hand fell on my shoulder. The Mongol spun me around to face him and his two fellows.

“Hey, you rebellious Persian!” he said to me. “Where are you going so ready for war?”

I looked from the Mongol to the dagger in my hand and back. “I’m not a soldier,” I replied.

“If you’re not a soldier, why do you need a blade?” the Mongol said. With one hand, he tightened his grip on me; with the other, he reached for the dagger.

“Erke Noyan,” I said in a rush. “It’s for His Excellency Erke Noyan. I work for him, just ask.”

And even before I finished speaking, shame burned through me at how quickly the admission had come. How swiftly I bent before these men who, only a year back, would have slit my throat without thinking twice.

The Mongol hesitated, then stepped back. Clearly he had just wanted the dagger, wasn’t willing to risk finding out whether I really worked for the powerful noyan.

I could have let him take it. Could have told Baba Siraj that I had failed to find the right kind of blade, that we could not finish the binding. Could have bought a different blade, a wrong blade, and watched the ritual fail. Could have kept the money I had been given for my task and just walked out the Sultan’s Gate, to some city that had not become what Baghdad had become, some city that was not home, could never be home.

And what had I done instead?

My fingers tightened around the dagger as I walked on.

***

THE NIGHT OF the binding was adorned by a sliver of the moon, the first of the lunar month. This time, the noyan sent his personal guard with us to the mansion’s work site.

“This is wrong,” I said to Baba Siraj as we disembarked.

“Enough, Sameer,” he answered.

“No,” I said. “It’s wrong. It’s all wrong. It is one thing to accept them as kings, master. But helping them build their palaces on the bones of our dead?”

“Enough, Sameer!” Baba Siraj lowered his voice. “What do you think becomes of us if we do not serve when we are called to? Even if we survive, what becomes of our creed, our path? There are few enough dervishes left in Baghdad, fewer still who can pass on their skills. We need the Mongols to value us, what we can give them. To recognize our power and join it to their own, until it reaches heights of which even the caliphs had not dreamt.”

“Why would we even want that?”

For a moment, Baba Siraj did not reply. “Because maybe,” he said at last, “maybe then, everything that happened here would have been for something.”

I could not believe what I had heard. “So the dead were what, then? Just the price that had to be paid?”

“Allah gives life and takes it away.” Baba Siraj did not meet my eyes. The words from the scriptures were half a song, and he was singing it to himself first and foremost. “And He holds power over all things.”

Baba Siraj walked into the half-built mansion. After a while, I followed.

The Mongols had already crushed the bones of Rusafa in an iron cauldron and brought forward a great copper jar. In the dim moonlight and the flare of their lamps, Baba Siraj gestured for me to bring him the remains.

I obeyed wordlessly, going to the cauldron. Locked in my fingers was a copper coin stamped with the last caliph’s name, left over from my trip to the market. Before I picked up the cauldron, I dipped that coin in the powdered bone, then palmed it once more.

When I brought the cauldron over, Baba Siraj nodded and bade me pour the bone-dust into the jar. He was already deep in his chant, gathering the strength he would need for the night’s efforts. It was the Jaljalut on his tongue that night, one of the most potent prayers in his spiritual arsenal. He had made me memorize it early on in my apprenticeship, told me it was the foundation stone of our whole art.

As his lips moved through the Jaljalut, mine quietly did the same.

Baba Siraj stretched out his hand and cut his palm with the dagger, then handed the weapon back to me. I took it and stepped back into the shadows as he pressed his bloodied palm to the jar’s engraved stopper.

I looked to Baba Siraj, to the Mongol soldiers looking to him. There was respect on their faces, verging on awe.

Perhaps Baba Siraj was right. Perhaps they might come to value us yet.

I glanced at the coin in my hand, coated in the crushed remains of Baghdad’s dead.

In the shadows of the noyan’s shell of a mansion, I pulled back my sleeve and put the dagger’s point to my forearm. Baba Siraj chanted the Jaljalut, and I whispered the words along with him.

***

WEEKS LATER, ERKE Noyan claimed his new home.

They say (and Allah knows better) that the Mongols killed eight hundred thousand people during the Sack of Baghdad. But that count does not include those who died hiding in the cellars and canals and wells, those who died of hunger and thirst and sheer despair during the siege, those who died from the scores of maladies that sprung up in the city after. When the Mongols lifted their hands and the killing stopped, the better part of the City of Peace lay quiet.

It was with the spoils of the silenced city that the noyan decorated his mansion in Rusafa. Patterned rugs that had once adorned the mansions of Mamuniya. Painted wooden panels from the workshops of Karkh. Glass lamps burning with oil taken from the Great Mosque. There were even a few books put out for show. Whether they were from the Grand Library or the storerooms of plundered booksellers, I could not say.

The noyan had not invited me personally to the feast, but he had invited Baba Siraj. My master had looked surprised when I agreed to come along, but he said nothing about it. His mind was on other things. He came redolent of musk and dressed in a fine Mongol deel, beige silk bound at the waist with a broad golden sash. A gift from the noyan, for services rendered.

Erke Noyan was even more splendid in green silk embroidered all over with golden whorls, a wolf’s pelt warming his shoulders. He sat in his courtyard at the head of his spread tablecloth, leaning back on the fringed cushions of his carved juniper throne. He was a powerfully-built man, the center of his head shaved to a stripe of bare flesh, his cheeks furred by a thick beard. When he saw my master, he cheered and raised his cup in salute, bidding Baba Siraj to sit at his side. My master did so, the very image of dignity and reserve.

There were many men there at the noyan’s feast: Mongols, Arabs, Persians, Turks. My master sat opposite a Buddhist in orange robes from the mountains of Tibet, who had accompanied the noyan on his travels all the way from his homeland, coaching him on how to attain enlightenment despite the blood staining his hands.

A new world was already being born from the wreck of the old, one that carried the promise of peace. Peace, under the feet of butchers.

From the edge of the noyan’s feast, I rose and left the courtyard.

In the adjoining corridor, I checked to see if anyone was watching, then drew the dagger from under my caftan. The blade quavered in my hand.

“Sameer?”

I looked up to see Baba Siraj. His expression, always so composed, was troubled.

“What are you doing, Sameer?” he said.

“Master.” I took a steadying breath. “You saved my life. During the siege.”

“Of course, Sameer,” he said.

“I would have died, if you hadn’t brought me into that merchant’s home.” My voice was trembling. “I want to repay that debt. Get out of here, now.”

“Do not do this,” Baba Siraj said. “Look at you. You’re shaking, feverish. You have no chance of reaching the noyan. Why throw your life away for nothing?”

I shook my head. “I’m not trying to reach the noyan.”

I pulled back the sleeve of my caftan.

On the inside of my forearm was a raised knot of flesh, about the size and shape of the copper coin buried underneath it. The skin around that knot was angry, as if freshly burned, and the veins snaking away from it were as black as the smoke from when Baghdad had burned. In fact, they were precisely that same shade.

“Allah,” Baba Siraj whispered. “What have you done, boy?”

“What you taught me to do,” I said. “I grounded the ifrits.”

“This is blasphemy. This is a perversion!”

“We are bound to serve the people,” I replied, “in whatever way Allah wills. The dead are our people too.”

Baba Siraj stepped forward. “It is not too late. Let me help you, Sameer.”

I pressed the dagger to the edge of my scar. “You saved my life, master. I’m asking you to let me save yours. Get out.”

Baba Siraj looked at me, opened his mouth to speak. Then he ran.

He would have to leave Baghdad, without a doubt. The Mongols would know he had been here this night, and surviving it unscathed would make a target of him. He was a holy man, they would fear to spill his blood on the earth. They would either drown him in the river, or put him in a sack to be trodden to death by their horses. He had to run.

I leaned my head back against the wall, closed my eyes, exhaled. My former master was no longer my concern.

In the courtyard behind me, the partygoers were chatting and laughing.

One quick twist of the dagger, one bright blossom of pain, and the bloody coin fell free.

The moment it struck the ground, a woman’s shadow peeled away from my own and raced down the mansion’s wall. Then another, and another, and another. I sank to the floor, shuddering with each release.

They say (and Allah knows better) that when the Mongol army reached the Rusafa Quarter, they dug up the old caliphs and set fire to their bones.

They say (and Allah knows better) that in Rusafa, the Mongols gathered the reigning caliph’s concubines and put them to the sword.

They say (and Allah knows better) that when the Mongol army entered Baghdad, they threw so many books from the Great Library into the Tigris, the river ran black with ink.

They say (and Allah knows better) that the Mongols killed eight hundred thousand people during the Sack of Baghdad in 1258.

And after all that, the noyan wanted for himself a mansion raised upon the dead.

From the courtyard, the chatter turned to shouts, then screams.

I opened my eyes as the first hint of a fresh burning tinged the air.

And as the fires bloomed to life in the mansion, I rose and walked away.
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FOUND YOU

BY POPPY Z. BRITE



BEFORE STARTING THE RITUAL, MARTIN dressed in drag and went out for sushi. The ritual did not require this, but he felt that it would set the proper tone. The sushi, because the ritual had supposedly originated in Japan; the drag, because it had been a bitter joke between him and Nate, back before the dysfunction in their relationship grew too severe for jokes. “Maybe you’d be more attracted to me if I did drag,” Martin would say, and Nate would reply, “I doubt it.”

Still, the black silk dress, the dark hose, the sleek low-heeled shoes made Martin feel dark and sleek and silky himself. His features were androgynous enough that he didn’t need to take much trouble with the makeup in order to look good. He sat alone at the sushi bar eating ruby toro, buttery mackerel, paper-thin slices of pink ginger. No one paid him any mind, and he took that as an indication that he’d done a decent job with his outfit. By the time he returned home, the stockings were constricting him in several delicate areas, and he peeled them off. The rest of the ensemble still felt right, so without changing clothes or washing his face, he began to collect the materials he would need.

He had puzzled over the doll. The ritual specified that it should have movable limbs, but the idea of using something like a Barbie or a Bratz seemed absurd. He’d haunted the thrift stores until he found a soft rag doll with no more than the stitched suggestion of a face. The thing was about eighteen inches tall, wearing a tartan smock that Martin stripped off. Certainly, Nate had never considered wearing drag. No, not Nate, with his broad chest and his dark, soft thickets of body hair. He’d been as masculine-looking as they came. Once a top, now an indifferent. Martin wondered whether the hanky code covered I don’t care anymore.

He perched the doll on the edge of the bathroom sink and brought in the other items: a set of nail clippers, a ceramic cup, a steak knife, a box of salt, a needle trailing a long tail of red thread, a large bag of uncooked white rice. A snarl of grayish-black hair pulled from Nate’s brush. He picked up a creased, often-folded printout and began to read aloud, as if addressing the doll.

“‘Hitori kakurenbo, or one-man hide and seek, is a ritual designed to invest an inanimate object with a spirit of the dead. While many internet sources describe it as a game, one-man hide and seek is not a game and can be dangerous. Please proceed at your own risk.’” Martin smiled. “I like that—please.” Here’s how to raise the dead, please be careful. Very polite. Okay. “‘Once the spirit is inside the doll, you will hide while it attempts to find you. You should have a hiding place in mind before you begin the ritual.’”

Sitting cross-legged on the bathmat, Martin inserted the knife into the doll’s chest, made a long cut along its belly, and began pulling out the cotton batting that served as its innards. When he had removed all the batting, he began to fill the doll with the white rice. This was a laborious process, and rice was soon scattered all over the floor. “You always were one to spill your guts, Nate,” he remarked, and laughed, but the sound of his own laughter unnerved him, and he made himself quit.

He filled the doll about two-thirds full, then stopped to clip his fingernails onto a length of toilet paper. “Snick, snick, snick,” he muttered as he folded the paper, the nail clippings, and Nate’s hair into a small packet that he tucked inside the doll’s chest. He finished filling the doll with rice, took up the needle, and stitched the incision closed with the red thread. The line of neat scarlet stitches was vivid against the white fabric. He remembered briefly that his mother had worn a shade of lipstick called Cherries in the Snow. When he was done sewing, he did not cut the thread, but wrapped its remaining length around the doll, binding its arms to its body.

The bathtub was an old claw-footed job painted with a thick, drippy coat of sky-blue enamel. Martin put the plug in the drain, twisted both taps, and let the tub fill up. While it was doing so, he filled the cup from the flow and stirred in a large pinch of salt. Once the tub was full, he returned to the other room and stashed the cup of saltwater and the steak knife in the little coat closet beside the front door.

The ritual was supposed to begin at 3:00 a.m., so he had half an hour to kill. He spent it sitting on the edge of the bed, smoking a joint and gazing out the window at an empty stretch of pavement illuminated by a streetlight, half-expecting some inchoate form to come flopping into the circle of brightness. The pavement remained empty. He wondered if he might be crazy, then dismissed the question as irrelevant.

It was the way Nate had died that he couldn’t make peace with. The suddenness of it. They’d exchanged angry words earlier that day. In truth, they exchanged angry words most days. That kind of thing was too easy to do in a long-term relationship, Martin thought, because you assumed you’d have time to fix it. To say I’m sorry and I love you and get back to the way things used to be. But you didn’t fix it, and eventually you ran out of time. The other driver didn’t stop, the airbag failed, and that was all the time you had.

The clock said 2:58. Martin pinched out the joint and returned to the bathroom. The doll was propped on the back of the toilet. It looked clumsy and silly, something left there as a bad joke by an idiot child, and for a moment he thought of abandoning the whole affair. But no, he’d come this far. He picked up the doll, gazed into its rudimentary face. “I name you Nate,” he said. “I am the first it.”

He put the doll in the tub. It submerged slowly, red thread trailing on the water’s surface.

Now that he’d gotten started, Martin felt fine and fey, a little scared but full of nervous energy. He darted around the house turning off all the lights, killing every source of illumination except the computer, where he cued up a YouTube video titled “10 Hours of TV Static.” (He had been briefly stumped by this component of the ritual, since he didn’t own a TV, but YouTube really did have everything.) Then he went to the closet, leaned his forehead against the door, and counted aloud: “One-two-three-four-five . . . six-seven-eight-nine . . . ten! Ready or not, here I come!”

Steak knife in hand, he made his way back toward the bathroom. The static video threw weird silvery patterns of light onto the walls, making them seem to waver. He paused outside the bathroom door, listened for a moment, then stepped into the silence. With the lights off, he could not immediately see whether the doll was still in the tub. He didn’t much like the idea of blindly fishing around for it, but he knelt, stuck his arm in the water, and groped along the bottom of the tub. The raw rice on the floor dug into his knees. It seemed a very long time before his fingers found sodden fabric.

Martin pulled the doll out of the water and laid it on the bathmat. “Nate, I found you,” he said, and stabbed the thing in the chest. He half expected it to scream, but it only made a faint squelching sound. He unwound the loose end of red thread from around the doll’s body and used the knife to sever it. Take special care from this point onward, the instructions had read, for your opponent is now unbound.

“Nate, you are the next it,” Martin said, and dropped the doll back into the water. He did not watch it sink but turned away and went quickly back to the coat closet. Once inside, he pulled the door nearly shut, crouched on the floor, and filled his mouth with saltwater from the cup. As he did so, the light changed somehow. He peeked through the cracked door and saw that the image of static on the computer screen had begun to roll like an old-fashioned TV whose vertical hold was broken. It shouldn’t be able to do that, should it? Not if it was a video.

He had thought he was taking the ritual seriously already, but all at once it seemed far too real. He couldn’t back out now, though; the instructions were very clear about that.

Emerge from your hiding place and begin looking for the doll, the printout had read here. The doll may not necessarily be in the bathtub where you left it. Martin had been amused by the underlined type, as if one might otherwise miss the possibility of a roaming doll. It didn’t seem so funny now.

There was a high, almost inaudible whining in his head, and his mouth tasted of ginger. He could smell his own sweat in the cramped space. He eased the closet door open. The rolling light cast weird shadows on the Transformer poster above the computer, making Lou Reed’s kohl-smeared eyes seem to drip and run. Was that a faint splash he heard coming from the bathroom? He left the closet and moved in that direction, cup of saltwater in hand. His bare feet found a small puddle of water on the floor. Had he dripped water? He couldn’t remember.

Forcing himself to reach into the tub again was one of the hardest things he had ever done. He had read enough horror stories to know how this ended: their souls would exchange places, he would be trapped inside the doll, his own hands would pull him into the tub to drown. The water felt colder than it should. His fingers searched the bottom of the tub, the traces of grit, the textured safety decals applied by some long-gone soul. He was wet to the shoulder and certain that the ritual had worked by the time he touched the doll’s soggy arm.

The fear had been bad, but the letdown was worse. The ritual was a fraud. He felt stupid for having expected anything else. Dolls didn’t move, and lovers didn’t come back from the dead. The saltwater turned bitter in his mouth. He spat it into the tub, then fished the doll out of the water and wrapped it in a towel. He felt as alone now as he had at the crematorium, pushing the button that guided Nate’s body into the furnace.

“Fine,” he said. “It didn’t work. I didn’t really think it would. But, hey, I was pathetic enough to try it.”

He was suddenly weary to the bone. On his way back to the bedroom, doll still nestled in the crook of his arm, he noticed that the static video had stopped rolling. Maybe he had just imagined that part. He pulled the sweaty dress off, crawled into bed, and fell asleep beside the soggy doll.

In the morning, the doll had begun to grow a face.

It had been almost faceless before, with just the suggestion of features. Now the nose had sharpened, the mouth had firmed, and the eyes were deep pits of shadow. By that night he could see that the face resembled Nate’s. Talking to it elicited no response. He slept beside it again but could not quite bring himself to touch it.

He had to go to work that evening. The idea of leaving the doll alone made him nervous, but he knew he couldn’t bring himself to burn it as the ritual specified, or even to throw it out. At the restaurant where he waited tables, he spent his whole shift wondering what would be waiting for him when he got home. His tips were lousy, and the chef yelled at him twice, but these things seemed unimportant, even unreal. Reality was what lay in his bed.

“Hello?” he called, easing his front door open. Probably stupid, calling out to a doll, but what if it was no longer just a doll? Nothing answered, though, and he felt an absurd stab of disappointment.

The doll was still on the bed, in the same position as when he’d left, but its body had more definition now: the muscles of the legs, the curve of the waist. The suggestion of a bulge between the legs. Martin did not eat dinner or play on the computer that night. He simply lay in bed next to the doll, his eye marking the slow rise and fall of its chest.

For several days, the doll continued to change. More and more strongly its features resembled Nate’s. It breathed but moved no more and showed no signs of consciousness. Its texture was off-putting, lumpy with wet rice, not quite fabric, not quite skin. Had he created some sort of golem, he wondered, some sort of homunculus; was Nate’s spirit now trapped in the doll, unable to fully return, unable to escape? And if so, was Martin sorry or glad?

He talked to the creature, telling it things he could never have said to Nate’s living face. He asked it questions that it never answered, even when he begged. Sometimes he cursed it. Sometimes he cried. He stopped going to work, stopped answering the phone. The doll began to develop a smell that was part mildew, part rot.

On the ninth day after the ritual, Martin knew what to do.

Cradling the doll-Nate-thing in one arm, he turned the faucets on, making sure the water was comfortably warm. When the bath was full, he turned off the light, hugged the doll to his chest, and stepped into the tub. It was hard to make himself take the first breath underwater, but he hoped it was the last hard thing he would ever have to do.

As his chest caught fire and black flowers bloomed across his vision, the doll twitched in his arms, turned. Rubbed its head against his. Whispered two words he heard perfectly well, even through the muffling water.

“Found you . . . ”
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THIRD-FLOOR WINDOWS

BY LH MICHAEL



ANDRE’S LOOK MADE WOMEN LOCK all ten fingers on their purse. He had long, grease-shiny hair, plantain skin, and his eyes were of the perpetually bloodshot variety. As he squirmed on the couch across from her, Dr. Makris recorded several notes about his appearance. Seventy-five percent of a psychiatrist’s métier is determining where the exterior ends and the interior begins.

After mispronouncing Makris’s name, Andre asked if she’d grown up in Astoria, Queens.

“Not every Greek is from there, but no, it isn’t a coincidence that my office is so close to Astoria,” she replied.

Andre opened his mouth, then snake-eyed the office’s lone window as if it had scolded him. “I’m not in Queens any longer, but I used to live off the 36th Avenue stop. About four years ago. Have you seen that around the 36th Avenue stop, some of the third-floor windows have bars on them?”

Dr. Makris said, “What do you mean?”

“I mean bars for keeping burglars out. Iron bars. What you see on first floor apartments.”

“That’s the first I’ve heard of it. Why would they have bars on third-floor windows?”

“It isn’t only on the third floor, though. You see them on the second floor too, east side of the street.”

“But you aren’t living there now?”

“No! I would never again. The thing is, the reason I’m here, Dr.—let me start over. My apartment was on the third floor. The building I was in was right near the subway stop, so it was noisy. My apartment faced the above-ground subway tracks, almost level with them. I didn’t like those bars on the windows. When I pointed them out to the landlord, he acted as if he hardly noticed they were there. I should have pushed him on it, but I was only just out of school, I didn’t know negotiating. Anyway, I’m there about a week, maybe two weeks. One day, I’m leaving for work, and I see cops and paramedics everywhere. I couldn’t figure out what was happening, so I asked one of the people who was standing around. She said someone jumped off the roof of the building and died.”
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