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Dedication




Gloom Dog (Susie), 2008-2023

 


This is getting to the point where we’re going to
need an ‘obituary’ section in each anthology.

 


This time, we have to say goodbye to Gloom Dog, also
known as Susie when she was in a good mood. A dog who could display
great affection one moment and utter contempt the next.
Unfortunately, arthritis overtook her ability to cope and she was
in too much pain to continue. She left us in September.

Hopefully, wherever she’s moved on to, they have
bacon, because there’s likely to be trouble if they don’t.
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 Foreword

 


H. K. Hillman

 


Halloween at last! My favourite time. This anthology has been
delayed by storms and by an apparently severely dangerous kidney
stone I didn’t know I had. That resulted in me spending more time
in hospital these last few months than in all my previous years
combined. I note they’ve made quite a few changes and upgrades
since my last visit, and the machines have grown in size and
capabilities. I’ve now had a ride in most of them and will be
getting more soon. Still, I intend to get this book out just in
time, and hopefully get back to full productivity very soon.

Twenty-one anthologies. Blimey. I really didn’t expect that spur
of the moment idea, the first volume, to have so much momentum.
It’s still going strong – and this issue introduces another new
author, David D. Walker, as well as front cover art from Jana
Fewkes.

It’s not all good news (did I mention the kidney stone was
successfully removed in the end? It was half an inch long and
wedged in the pipe so it didn’t come out on its own, it was lasered
into bits).

We have unfortunately recently said goodbye to Gloom Dog,
aka Susie, whose image graces the back cover of the print
book, and is in the ‘dedication’ in all formats. She reached 15
years of age but had been suffering with arthritis for some months
towards the end. The vet’s magical injections and pills helped at
first, but when she completely lost the use of her back legs it was
time to let her go.

It’s a shame she didn’t get to see one more Halloween and the
fire lit one more time, but she’s out of pain now.

And so, with the mood sufficiently depressed, something Gloom
Dog would have heartily approved of, let’s begin the stories...
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Through Slabs of
Stone




Daniel Royer

 


Marvin hopped the graveyard wall. He
adjusted his eyes to the darkness. A breeze whistled through the
tombstones. The bare limbs of trees snarled up to the moon.

Marvin took a tentative step forward into
the graveyard. The silhouettes of tombstones defined themselves
along a hilltop. Marvin shuffled towards them. He found himself
standing before a grave. He struck a match against it. A plume of
light cast a soft glow. A bouquet of flowers lay at the base of the
grave. Marvin inspected the markings on the tombstone. He surveyed
the area. The graves nearby were all clean and well-maintained.
This was clearly the new part of the graveyard. He needed to find
the old section.

Marvin dropped the match. A different patch
of tombstones sat sleepily in the distance. Marvin stepped into the
darkness towards them. Brittle leaves crunched under his steps.

A flashlight beam suddenly illuminated him.
Marvin froze.

“Halt,” said a man. Marvin stayed where he
was. The flashlight bounced towards him. A man approached. “What
are you doing here?”

Marvin stammered. How do you
explain to someone the desire to tour an old Maine graveyard on
Halloween? It wasn’t something everyone could understand. But
Marvin understood. This was New England on Halloween Night for
goodness sakes! A teenage boy’s dream! This was H.P. Lovecraft
Country—Washington Irving Country—Stephen King Country! It was
where witches were burned and horsemen roamed headless. It was one
of the oldest parts of America with some of the spookiest history
and folklore. It was the likeliest spot where one could
encounter—fingers crossed—a ghost. What young teenager
wouldn’t want to peruse
a sleepy old New England graveyard on this night?

Marvin watched the man stepping closer,
keeping the flashlight steady on him. The man stood before him. He
was tall and lean. Martin noticed he was elderly. “You got any of
that spray paint stuff?” he asked.

“No sir.”

The man probed the light over Marvin’s body.
His voice softened. “What’s your name, son?”

“Marvin, sir.”

“How old are you, Marvin?”

“Thirteen,” he replied.

The man smiled. “Thirteen…” he said,
pondering. “Too old to trick-or-treat, too young for the parties.
And you don’t have any of that spray paint stuff…” He dropped the
light to Marvin’s feet, his guard now lowered. “So you’ve come to
stroll an old New England graveyard on Halloween Night?” His smile
broadened. “Well, you’ve come to the right place, Marvin… My name’s
Pippin. I’m the nightwatchman.” He scrutinized Marvin’s face.
“Where are you from, son? I don’t think I’ve seen you around
here.”

“Out of state,” said Marvin. “My Dad’s here
on business this week.”

“What do you know of our town?”

Marvin shook his head. “Nothing,
really.”

Pippin cast his light on the nearby tombs.
“A graveyard tells the story of a town, just as good as any museum
or library.”

“Where is your library, sir? I didn’t see
one this afternoon.”

Pippin hung his head. His
voice dropped. “There was a fire a long time ago. Many people died.
It was a terrible loss. Sorry, Marvin, that’s the way it’s gotta
be. Much of our story was lost in that fire. Occasionally, an old
book or journal will pop up in someone’s basement—and with that,
another piece of the town’s puzzle is put in place. It’s always
exciting when that happens. Let me tell you something, Marvin.
Whenever you move into a new house, check the basement. Or attic.
Go through whatever boxes are holed up in there. You’re sure to
find some interesting stuff. And if you find any old books, for
God’s sakes, read them.”

“Yes sir.”

Pippin smiled. “So with the
town library gone, we just have this graveyard to tell our tale.
Our oldest tombs date back to the Sixteen-Twenties—shortly after
Plymouth Rock, and even before Salem.” He pointed a light at a
tombstone. “Take this guy. He was a preacher many years ago. His sermons were
published all over New England.” Marvin looked away, scanning the
other graves.

Pippin swung the light from tomb to tomb.
“This one helped cure a major disease. This one was a noted
scholar. This is one was a great philanthropist. He gave money to
the needy, he clothed the—” Pippin stopped. He noticed that Marvin
had stopped paying attention. “But these aren’t the types of graves
you came here to see tonight, are they, Marvin?”

Marvin shook his head.

“Then you’ve come to glimpse the
macabre...”

Marvin paused, nodded.

Pippin smiled. “Well, Marvin, you’ve come to
the right graveyard. This one is very special indeed. We’ve got
chroniclers and witches and sorcerers and monsters and a whole lot
of other things.”

“This one has all that?” said Martin.

“Of course,” said Pippin. “Did
I tell you that this graveyard is a place of magic? It is full of
mystery and wonder and ghosts. Many ghosts. And tonight, the veil
that separates our world and their world is at its thinnest. The ancient Celts called this night
‘Samhain.’ We just call it ‘Halloween.’ On this night, the realms can be
crossed much more easily. On this night the dead will
talk.”

“You’re speaking of ghosts.”

“I’m speaking of ghosts, and a whole lot of
other things. Tonight the dead will talk.”

Marvin was dubious. “Will they really
talk?”

“Oh yes, they will—they
are. In fact, they talk
all the time. Ever read a book from a long time ago? That is a dead
man talking. They can talk through books and photographs and
records. They talk through the celluloid of film and the oil of
paintings. Tonight, they will talk through slabs of
stone.”

Marvin’s eyes danced. Pippin smiled. He
swung the light to a hillside. “Follow me Marvin, and I’ll show you
the stuff of wonder.”

Pippin led the way to a clump of graves.
Marvin struggled to keep up. The nightwatchman fixed the light to a
tomb: EDWARD HENRY ROSE: 1808-1848. “We will start with him. Edward
Henry Rose was a writer.”

“Of books? Novels?”

“Not quite. He was a writer of the occult.
Do you know what that means?”

“Supernatural stuff?”

“Quite right, Marvin.
Supernatural stuff. Aliens, witches, monsters, zombies... His
writings were published in the form of paper pamphlets. He was also
an historian—the unofficial town chronicler. His writings told the
secret history of this town—the real history. His original pamphlets
and letters and diaries were all collected in our library. The
librarians of the past knew our real history as well—I’m not talking
about the stuff you’ll find on the computer. Listen to me, Marvin,
if you ever want to know something about a town—any town—ask the
librarian.”

“Yes sir.”

Pippin’s voice dropped. “Tragically our
library and those historians are gone—lost in the fire and through
time. But Rose once chronicled the lives of every grave surrounding
us. But now, as I’ve said, we just have our tombs to tell our
story.” Pippin moved the light to a different grave. “This one was
a witch.”

“But the witches weren’t real,” said Marvin,
remembering the Salem Witch Trials. “That was hysteria.”

Pippin grinned mischievously.
“This isn’t Massachusetts, Marvin. Our witches were real.” He swung his light from
grave to grave. “This one was an Indian. This one was an
apothecary. This one was a wizard.”

“A wizard is just a magician,” said Marvin,
“An illusionist. That stuff’s not real either.”

Pippin stared straight at
Marvin. Marvin understood. This was a different graveyard indeed.
Marvin’s eyes shined with wonder. Pippin grinned. He swung his
flashlight. “Edward Henry Rose researched and wrote of all these
people. Their real secret history.” Pippin pointed to another patch
of graves under an oak tree. “I will tell you how
these lives intersect
with those ones.
Rose once pieced together the tales to write the story of the town.
Tonight I will try to do the same. Follow me, my boy. There’s more
to show you.”

They approached the clump of tombs under the
oak. Marvin scanned them. There weren’t any inscriptions on them.
All of the graves were blank.

“There’s no writing on these,” said Marvin.
“Were there no burials here?”

“Oh, there were burials,” said Pippin. “What
lies under these graves are monsters.”

“Come on,” said Marvin. “I know that
monsters aren’t real.”

“Have you read any old folktales, Marvin?
Folktales with monsters, perhaps?”

“Sure,” said Marvin.

“Old legends and folktales and
fairy tales get passed down generations. Sometimes they are
written, but many times they are just told orally. You’ll see that
they often cite tales of vampires and demons and monsters. They
tell of ogres and werewolves and dragons. Are these stories made
up? Absolutely not. Perhaps these stories include monsters because
that’s the only way that they can be understood. A family is found
in shreds in their home… What else could have done this, but a
monster? A man is found dead with his blood consumed… Then the
culprit must be a vampire. A child is eaten… A werewolf did it. A
woman is burned alive… then of course she was a witch. You see,
monsters were the only way people of yore could explain certain
incidents… Incidents so horrifying that they defied comprehension.
But these outrages were committed by someone. So the people called them
monsters, because nothing else could be capable of such ugliness.
But now, we have a clearer understanding of the darkness in man.
Today, we call these monsters, ‘serial killers.’”

Marvin looked at the graves. “So these were
all… murderers?”

Pippin nodded. “Every one of
them. Our New England town has a rich history of these guys. Rose
chronicled these monsters thoroughly. His writings of course were
lost. All that is left are these tombs, these slabs of rock. And so
the town denies what is buried underneath. The computers lie. The
official position is that the graves are unknown. But some of
us do know…” He
swung his flashlight from grave to grave. “This one was a werewolf.
This one was a demon. This one was a Minotaur. This one was a
vampire. This one was a—”

The town clock began to chime. It thundered
through the wind and above the trees. It chimed eleven times.
Marvin yawned.

“I think I must get back now.”

“But I have so much to show you!” exclaimed
Pippin. He pointed at a distant hillside. “You see that cluster of
tombs on that hilltop? There is much magic over there.”

Marvin perked up. “There’s more?”

“So much more!” said Pippin,
excitedly. “And there is magic on the hillside behind it and more
behind that one
as well. Magic and mystery and wonder! There is much to see. There
is much to hear. The dead have so much more to say this night.
Follow me, my boy. I’ll lead the way!”
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Steve sat in the guard shack
with his feet on the table. He was reading a book, waiting for
Margie to arrive. Steve was working solo that evening—the other
guards were no doubt at Halloween parties back in town. It was an
easy gig, and Steve didn’t mind it so much. His job was to make
rounds through the graveyard every few hours, and monitor video
surveillance while in the guard shack. What his job
really entailed was
keeping teenagers from vandalizing the tombstones.

There was a knock on the door. Steve put
down his book and opened it. Margie stood at the doorway with a
bottle of wine. They embraced. Steve shut the door behind her.

“There’s a boy out there,” she said.

“Yeah,” said Steve. “He’s been out there a
while now. He ain’t got no spray paint stuff though. He’s
fine.”

“He’s talking to himself,” Margie said.

“That was my observation as well.”

Margie looked at the video monitor. “He’s by
those unknown graves.”

“Actually,” said Steve, “I’ve heard those
graves are where the town used to bury its monsters.”

“Monsters?”

“Well… murderers.”

“Where’d you hear that?” asked Margie.

Steve picked up his book. It
was leather-bound and ragged. “This
book. I found it in my basement.”

“What is it?”

“It’s from the nineteenth century—kind of a
town history or something. It was written by a librarian. His name
was Pippin Ipswich.”

Steve and Margie watched the monitor. The
boy stood on the hillside silhouetted by the moon. He was talking
to himself by the unmarked graves. The boy walked from tomb to
tomb. Steve and Margie watched.

“Should we do anything?” asked Margie.

“He’s a boy on Halloween. Let him have this
night.”
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The Gibbet




Mark Ellott

 


October 31st
1758

Mr Abner Whitaker, purveyor of potions,
tinctures and remedies, paused and planted his walking stick firmly
to the ground. He sniffed the air. It was a familiar smell. One
that would be recognised by any traveller who passed by many of the
crossroads in the nation, whereby outside of the town, usually on a
hill, would stand the gallows upon which would dangle a gibbet
containing the rotting remains of some hanged felon and this was no
exception, he thought. His nose twitched at the revolting
odour.

Mr Abner Whitaker was a well-nourished man in
his late forties and his waistcoat buttons struggled to hold the
highly decorated fabric around his somewhat generous girth. He
looked down and pondered that his polished shoes with their silver
buckles were now out of sight, likely as not to never be seen again
from this angle. It might have bothered him had not the thought of
abstinence from multi course suppers, accompanied by a generous
serving of port, bothered him more. Now that would be most
unfortunate, so a visit to his tailor would be in order next time
he was at home. In the meantime, he had business in this town. He
planned to pay a visit to the good Doctor Tobias Shepperd and offer
to sell him some of his tinctures and ointments. ‘A cure for every
ailment under the sun,’ as he would say. Something for everyone,
from warts to fever and everything in-between. He placed his valise
on the ground and looked about him for the source of the rank odour
that was assaulting his nostrils.

There was a mist coming in as the light fell,
yet it was not late in the day. He wanted to be in his lodgings
sooner rather than later, but the coach had shed a wheel a while
back and rather than wait for the thing to be repaired, he had
opted to walk the last few miles. A decision his bunions were
beginning to regret. He hoped most sincerely that the patron of the
lodgings he had secured would be preparing a suitable evening meal,
for his stomach was now rumbling with complaint. He took his flask
from a pocket in his coat and revived his sour humour with a sip of
his best scotch whisky.

He picked up his valise, put his stick forwards
and stepped into the mist. As he did so, the odour became
stronger.

“Ye gods, but that is fresh, though I say so
meself. ‘Tis enough to cause the devil himself to vomit.”

Then, like a macabre shadow set against the
tendrils of the mist, he saw it. The slight creaking as the body
gently twisted and turned in the fading light as the crows landed
and took off, gave it a life of its own. Hanging from the crossbeam
set atop the hill, right by the crossroads where a small sign
pointed to the town two miles to the west, were the rotting remains
of some poor villain, left to decay for all to see, pour
encourager, les autres.

Not been too long by the looks and smell of
it, Mr Abner Whitaker thought. He took a nosegay from his
pocket and held it close to his face, barely able to stifle the
gag. The corpse had been there a few days at the most, he
concluded. The crows had feasted on the eyeballs and the
putrefaction had only just started, filling the surrounding
atmosphere with the sweet, sickly scent akin to that of cooking
pork. Mr Abner Whitaker felt his gorge rise as he pondered what
fate had drawn this poor fellow to his end. He took out his
eyeglasses and held them up to his eyes. The light made it
difficult to make out detail, but the clothing looked workmanlike,
he wore a ragged coat stained with dirt and the boots were well
made but old and scuffed, but of moderate quality, Mr Abner
Whitaker determined.

A working fellow, by the looks of it. Not
some beggar or vagabond from the streets. I wonder what his crime
was?

He put his eyeglasses back in his pocket and was
about to start the descent down the road to the town. It was almost
dark and he was looking forward to his supper. Again, his stomach
reminded him that it was long past time he was sitting back by a
roaring log fire, waistcoat unbuttoned with a pipe in one hand and
a glass of port in the other as he digested a hearty meal of mutton
and turnips, before turning in for a good night’s sleep ready for
making a few sales to the good doctor the following day.

“Mrs Eunice Shepperd,” said a voice behind him.
“That was what it was all about.”

Mr Abner Whitaker turned around with a start at
the voice. He had heard no footsteps. He saw a weaselly looking
fellow with a battered hat and worn clothes—much like the poor
blighter on the gibbet.

“Why, sir, you near gave me a fright, what with
creeping about on a night such as this. Who may you be, my good
fellow?”

The man held out a hand. “Mr Laban Rollins, good
sir. Blacksmith from yonder town. And who might I have the pleasure
of addressing?”

Whitaker bowed slightly. “Mr Abner Whitaker,
sir. I am travelling this way to sell my wares. I have tinctures to
cure all ailments known to man and am ready to make them available
to the good townsfolk hereabouts.”

“For a pretty penny, no doubt,” Rollins said,
casting a squinty eye over the wide girth of Mr Abner Whitaker.

“Well, sir, a man has to live, that is what I
say.”
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