
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]


Copyright © 2025 Seagull Editions.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods without the prior written permission of the publisher. For permission requests, please contact the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

www.seagulleditions.com


[image: ]

CREEPY 

TALES 4 

The Farmhouse Feud ............................... 7

The Carnival of Riddles ......................... 95

The Collection ................................... 175

The Siren’sWail ................................. 241

THE FARMHOUSE FEUD



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The Escape and the Exchange
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The smell was the first thing.

It was a thick, cloying cocktail of scents that had worked its way into her skin, her hair, her very lungs. It was the smell of damp, packed earth, of rust, of soured milk, and something else—something coppery and sweet that turned her stomach. It was the smell of a forgotten slaughterhouse, and it was the only air she had breathed for... she didn't know how long.

Sarah was huddled in the dark, her bare feet pressing into the cold dirt floor. Her jeans were stiff with dried... something... and the thin t-shirt she’d been wearing when her car sputtered and died on that lonely backroad was torn at the shoulder. Above her, a single, grime-caked bulb cast a weak, sickly yellow light, illuminating almost nothing.

But she didn't need the light to know what was in the cellar with her.

She had been shoved down here, into this larder of horrors, and her eyes had eventually adjusted. She wasn't alone. In the far corner, hanging from a thick, hand-forged meat hook, was what was left of a man. He was dressed in a mailman’s uniform, his body pale and partially dismembered. Nearer to her, a pile of what looked like old tarpaulins covered more shapes. She didn't want to know what they were. She just knew they were still.

The only thing that mattered was the sound from above: thump... drag... thump... drag.

It was the heavy, uneven gait of the man who had taken her. The Farmer. He was a mountain of greasy denim and flannel, his face hidden behind a filthy burlap sack with crude holes punched out for eyes. He had said nothing. Not when he’d emerged from the roadside brush like a bear. Not when he’d thrown her over his shoulder. Not when he’d tossed her down the cellar steps.

His silence was, in its own way, worse than any scream.

But now, he was moving around in the kitchen above. The floorboards groaned under his weight. A tap squealed, water hammered into a metal basin, and then stopped.

Now.

If she was going to do it, it had to be now.

Sarah scrambled on all fours to the cellar door. It wasn't a modern door; it was ancient, made of thick, splintered planks, held shut from the inside by a simple, heavy wooden crossbar that rested in two iron brackets. He had locked her in from the outside with a padlock, she was sure, but he hadn't bothered with the internal bar. He hadn't needed to. The door was heavy, and she was weak.

She stood up, her entire body screaming in protest. Her hands, caked in dirt, fumbled for the crossbar. It was heavy, a solid beam of oak, rough and agonizing against her palms. She tried to lift it. It wouldn't budge. It was swelled with the damp, jammed tight in its brackets.

Above, the thumping stopped.

Sarah froze, her heart a cold stone in her chest. She could hear a chair scrape against the wooden floor. He was sitting down. A moment later, a new sound, a rhythmic, wet shh-click... shh-click... reached her. He was sharpening a knife.

Tears of pure, undiluted terror welled in her eyes. "No, no, no..." she whispered, the sound swallowed by the thick, dead air.

She put her shoulder under the crossbar and heaved, a raw, guttural sob tearing from her throat. The wood groaned, a high-pitched, splintering sound that seemed impossibly loud.

The shh-click from above stopped.

Total silence.

The floorboards creaked. One single, deliberate creak, right above the cellar door.

He was listening.

"I know you're down there," a voice rasped, so deep and wet it barely sounded human. It was the first time he had spoken.

Sarah’s bladder let go, a hot rush of shame and fear. She was going to die here. She was going to be hung on a hook like the man in the uniform.

Rage, primal and sudden, eclipsed the fear. It was a chemical reaction, an explosion of adrenaline that gave her a strength she didn't know she possessed.

"NO!" she shrieked, and threw her entire weight against the bar.

The wood didn't just move; it cracked. The right-side iron bracket, rusted and ancient, ripped free from the door frame in a shower of rotten wood and plaster. The crossbar fell, striking her on the shin, but she didn't feel it.

She heard a roar of fury from above. The sound of the chair toppling over. The heavy, frantic thump-thump-thump of his boots moving toward the outer cellar door.

Sarah clawed at the plank door, found a gap, and pulled. It was heavy, but it scraped open, dragging a groove through the dirt floor. She squeezed through the opening, finding herself at the bottom of a narrow, steep staircase.

At the top of the stairs, a heavy padlock rattled as he fumbled with the key.

She didn't hesitate. She scrambled up the wooden steps, her bare feet slipping on the filth. As she reached the top, she slammed her shoulder against the door, just as he was turning the key. The impact was jarring, rattling her teeth, but it bought her a second. She heard him grunt in surprise, the key fumbling.

She hit it again. And again.

She was running on pure, uncut panic. She wasn't a person anymore; she was an animal trying to escape a trap.

With a final, desperate shove, the hasp—nailed to a rotting piece of the frame—tore loose.

The door flew open.

Sarah burst into a nightmare of a kitchen. It was worse than the cellar. Flies buzzed in thick, black clouds over plates of congealed food. Animal pelts, poorly cured, were tacked to the walls, dripping. And the smell...

The Farmer stood there, his burlap-masked face just inches from hers. He was bigger than she remembered, a true giant. In one hand, he held the massive, gleaming butcher knife he had been sharpening. In the other, a set of rusty keys.

He looked at her. He looked at the broken lock. He dropped the keys. He raised the knife.

Sarah did the only thing she could. She screamed and lunged, not at him, but past him.

He was quick for a big man. He snagged her, his huge, calloused hand clamping down on her arm. But she was slick with sweat and terror. She twisted, her skin pulling, and his grip slipped.

As she tore free, she felt a searing, white-hot pain in her left bicep.

She looked down. Hanging from a rack on the wall was a row of hooks, chains, and implements she couldn't identify. One of the hooks, a curved, wicked-looking thing designed for hauling hay bales, was now dark with her blood. It had sliced her arm open as she'd pulled away.

She didn't stop. She didn't look back.

She ran.

She burst through the kitchen, through a small, foul-smelling living room, and slammed her entire body against the front screen door. The hinges ripped free, and she tumbled out onto a sagging wooden porch, landing hard on the sun-baked dirt of the yard.

Behind her, the farmhouse door exploded open. The Farmer stood silhouetted against the dim light, the huge knife in his hand. He let out a bellow, a sound of pure, agricultural rage, like a bull being stuck.

Sarah scrambled to her feet and ran.

The yard was a junkyard of rusted-out tractors, piles of tires, and chicken coops. She vaulted a low, barbed-wire fence—catching her jeans but not her skin—and plunged into the towering, dead cornfield that surrounded the property on all sides.

The stalks were dry, well past harvest, a ten-foot-high wall of brittle, yellow-brown. They cracked and snapped as she pushed through, the sharp leaves like a thousand paper cuts on her face and bare arms. The wound on her bicep throbbed, a deep, rhythmic pulse of agony, and she could feel the hot blood running down her elbow, dripping onto the dry soil.

She ran, deafened by the sound of her own panic and the crashing of the stalks.

Then, a new sound split the night.

VRRUMMM... CH-CH-CH-CHAIN!

It was a sound that had no place in nature. A low, guttural cough, followed by the high, metallic shriek of a two-stroke engine.

A chainsaw.

It roared to life, a full-throated, deafening howl that vibrated through the ground.

Sarah screamed. She ran faster, harder, pushing her body past every limit. The cornfield was a maze. She couldn't see the moon, couldn't see a road, couldn't see anything but the endless, claustrophobic rows of dead plants.

She could hear him. He wasn't trying to be quiet. He was threshing the corn, cutting a path straight through. The sound was disorienting. Was it to her left? Her right? It seemed to be everywhere at once.

She tripped over an irrigation pipe and went down hard, tasting the alkaline dust. She lay there, sobbing, gasping for air that felt as dry as ashes. The chainsaw was closer now. She could smell the gasoline and exhaust fumes.

"Get up, Sarah, get up!" she hissed at herself.

She pushed herself to her feet, her shin screaming from where the crossbar had hit it, her arm a numb, heavy weight. She chose a direction at random and ran again.

The rows seemed to stretch into infinity. Was she running in circles? Was she running back toward the house? The roaring was behind her, then beside her. He was toying with her.

She burst into a small clearing, a circle of stamped-down dirt in the middle of the field, and ran face-first into something.

It was a man.

She fell back, screaming, but the man didn't move. He was tied to a thick, wooden post. A scarecrow.

Except it wasn't a scarecrow.

The clothes were real, a flannel shirt and jeans, rotting off the body. The head was a desiccated, leathery thing, its mouth open in a permanent, silent O of horror. Crows had been at its eyes.

It was another victim. A warning. A decoration.

The sound of the chainsaw was right on top of her. VRRRROOOOOOM!

A section of corn twenty feet away was simply obliterated, stalks and leaves exploding into the air. Through the gap, she saw him—the burlap mask, the massive shoulders, the whining, smoking saw held high.

She bolted.

She didn't know where the strength came from. She ran, and she ran, and she ran. She could feel the thump-thump-thump of his boots, the vibration of the saw. He was right behind her. Any second, she would feel that chain, hot and sharp, biting into her back.

Then—a break.

The corn stalks ended. She stumbled out onto hard-packed ground, collapsing onto her hands and knees. She had made it. It was a road. A dirt access road, but it was open. She was out of the maze.

She rolled onto her back, gasping, her body a galaxy of pain. She looked at her arm. The gash was deep, a dark, gaping mouth that pulsed blood with every beat of her heart. She was losing too much.

She heard a heavy crash as the Farmer burst out of the cornfield behind her.

Sarah cried out, a pathetic little sound. She tried to crawl, to dig her fingers into the dirt and pull herself away. It was no use. She was done. She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the saw.

The chainsaw idled. Chunk-chunk-chunk-chunk...

A long moment of silence passed, broken only by her ragged sobs and the idling engine.

She opened her eyes.

The Farmer was standing at the edge of the cornfield, not ten yards away. He was just... watching her. The chainsaw rested at his side, its blade dripping a thick, black oil. He took one heavy, booted step onto the dirt road.

"You're on my property."

The voice was not the Farmer's.

It was calm. Articulate. Crisp. It came from her other side.

Sarah twisted, her head swimming. Standing on the other side of the dirt road, on a lawn so perfect and green it looked like a carpet, was another man.

He was the Farmer's polar opposite.

He was tall and slender, dressed in pressed khaki trousers, loafers, and a beige cardigan sweater, as if he'd just stepped out of a country club. He was in his late fifties, with silvery, immaculate hair. He was holding a small, battery-powered hedge trimmer.

He was also looking at Sarah. Not with rage, but with... annoyance. As if she were a dog that had just fouled his prize-winning petunias.

The dirt road was a perfect, sharp line. On one side, the chaotic, rotting cornfield and the hulking, burlap-masked Farmer. On the other, a pristine, white two-rail fence, a manicured lawn, and this neat, clean man.

Sarah was lying directly in the middle of the road.

The Farmer, Jedidiah, revved his saw. VROOOM! "Mine," he growled, the word wet and mangled by the mask.

The clean man, Mr. Ambrose, let out a long, put-upon sigh. He set his hedge trimmers down on the grass and took a step onto the road, carefully avoiding a patch of mud.

"Jedidiah," he said, his voice laced with condescending patience. "We've been over this. The road is the line. You know the rules."

"My hook!" Jedidiah roared, gesturing back toward his farmhouse with the still-running saw. "My house! I bagged her!"

"You lost her," Ambrose corrected him, his voice as sharp as a scalpel. "She escaped. She crossed the line. She's salvage. She is my salvage."

Sarah stared, bewildered. The blood was pooling under her arm, the world was starting to spin, and these two... these two monsters... were arguing over her like a stray piece of lumber.

"Look at this mess," Ambrose said, gesturing at Sarah with a look of pure disgust. "You were careless. Again. All this noise." He pointed up at the Farmer. "That infernal machine. The screaming. You know what this attracts, you imbecile? Attention. Witnesses. Problems."

"GIVE. HER. BACK." Jedidiah took another step, his boot landing with a thud on the asphalt, his knuckles white on the chainsaw's handle.

Ambrose didn't flinch. He actually took a step toward the larger man. "No. You have been sloppy, Jedidiah. You've been sloppy for months. That... scarecrow... in your field? It's vulgar. It's theatrical. And now this. You let one get away, and she ends up on my doorstep."

"She's not on your doorstep! She's on the road!"

"She is bleeding on my side of the road," Ambrose snapped, pointing at a small rivulet of Sarah's blood that had, in fact, trickled just past the center line and onto the gravel shoulder of his property. "That makes her mine to... clean up."

Sarah tried to speak. "Please..." she gurgled, the word thick with dirt and blood. "Help me..."

Both men ignored her.

Jedidiah raised the chainsaw, its teeth spinning. "I'll cut you, Ambrose. I swear to God, I'll cut you and her."

Ambrose laughed. It was a short, dry, mirthless sound. "You won't. Because you're a creature of impulse, but you aren't stupid. You cross this line, you attack me, and our... agreement... is over. All of it. And you'll have cars with flashing lights here before dawn. Is that what you want? Is it?"

The two killers stared at each other. The hulking, primal brute and the cold, precise collector. The only sounds were the chunk-chunk-chunk of the idling saw and the distant, maddeningly normal tsk-tsk-tsk of a sprinkler on Ambrose's perfect lawn. .

Jedidiah's massive shoulders heaved. He was a creature of pure id, trapped by the rules of a game he hated but was forced to play. He wanted to charge. He wanted to tear Ambrose apart. But he wouldn't. He couldn't.

With a final, deafening, earsplitting roar, Jedidiah lifted the chainsaw high and swung it down, not at Ambrose, but at the road. The spinning chain hit the asphalt, screaming in protest, sending up a shower of sparks and black chips. He carved a deep, angry scar in the pavement, a line drawn just inches from Ambrose's clean loafers.

Then, he shut the saw off.

The sudden, ringing silence was almost as terrifying as the noise had been.

Jedidiah, breathing hard, his masked face pointed at Sarah, then at Ambrose, then back to Sarah. He spat a thick glob of something onto the road.

"You keep the trash," he growled.

He turned, ripped the pull-cord, and the saw roared back to life. He didn't look back. He just stomped into the cornfield, and the sound of him cutting a new, angry path slowly faded into the night.

Sarah lay there, trembling, the world fading to a gray pinprick.

Mr. Ambrose stood for a long moment, watching the cornfield. He sighed, straightened his cardigan, and dusted off his trousers, though they weren't dirty.

He finally looked down at Sarah. The paralysis of her terror was total. She couldn't move, could only watch as he walked back to his lawn, picked up a small, black device from beside his hedge trimmers, and returned. It looked like a high-tech cattle prod.

"Well," he said, his voice returning to its calm, neighborly tone. "That was unpleasant. He always makes such a dreadful scene."

He clicked a button on the side of the prod. It emitted a high, thin whine.

"Now, let's get you inside," he said, almost kindly. "We simply must do something about that arm. You're ruining the gravel."

He pressed the tip of the prod to her neck.

Sarah felt a jolt of incandescent, paralyzing electricity. Her world didn't go black. It just... stopped.

Her last conscious thought was of the two houses. One, a rotting shack sinking into the earth. The other, a pristine, white Victorian masterpiece, its windows dark and watchful.

She had escaped the slaughterhouse only to be captured by the museum.
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Chapter 2: A Museum of Horrors
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Sarah woke to silence.

It was a thick, heavy, absolute silence that felt wrong. Her body was expecting the chunk-chunk-chunk of an idling chainsaw, the buzz of flies, the wet rasp of Jedidiah's breathing. Instead, there was nothing. Just the impossibly slow, heavy tick... tock... of a distant clock.

The second thing she noticed was the absence of smell. The coppery reek of the farmhouse, the stench of damp earth and decay, was gone. In its place was something clean and sharp: lemon oil, old paper, and the faint, dusty-sweet scent of potpourri.

She was in a bed. Not a pile of rags, not a dirt floor, but a bed with soft, high-thread-count sheets.

Her eyes snapped open.

The room was bathed in the soft, gray light of early morning. She was in a bedroom, but it was unlike any she had ever seen. It was a perfect, frozen-in-time Victorian guest room. A four-poster bed with a white lace canopy. A mahogany dresser with a marble top. A dressing screen in the corner, painted with delicate cherry blossoms. The wallpaper was a pale blue damask, and the floor was covered by a plush, intricate Persian rug.

It was beautiful. And it was the most terrifying place she hadd ever been.

She tried to sit up and a bolt of white-hot pain shot from her arm, making her gasp. She looked down. Her arm, the one Jedidiah's hook had torn open, was clean. The dirt and blood had been washed away. The gaping wound was gone, replaced by a neat, precise line of black stitches. It was covered in a professional, sterile gauze bandage, taped neatly at the edges.

He had... treated her.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her feet, which had been bare, caked in mud and blood, were now clean. They rested on the soft wool of the rug. Her filthy, torn t-shirt and jeans were gone. In their place, she was wearing a simple, long-sleeved white cotton nightgown.

A prisoner's uniform, but one of comfort, not rags.

She stood, her body a map of agony. Her shin, her arm, her shoulder—everywhere she had been struck or had fallen—throbbed in a dull, painful chorus. But the pain was... distant. Muted. She felt floaty, her mind wrapped in cotton.

Drugged. He'd given her something.

She limped to the door. It was solid, heavy oak. The handle was an ornate, brass teardrop. She turned it.

Locked.

Of course.

She stumbled to the window. It was a large, beautiful bay window with a padded seat. Outside, she could see the perfectly maniciled lawn she had been electrocuted on. It was immaculate in the morning light, the sprinklers—tsk-tsk-tsk—already casting rainbows in the air. Beyond the pristine white fence was the dirt road. And beyond that, the wall of dead, rotting corn surrounding Jedidiah's farmhouse, which looked even more dilapidated and evil in the daylight.

She tried to open the window. It wouldn't budge. She looked closer. Four small, brass screws had been driven through the sash, fastening it permanently to the frame. A polite, almost invisible prison.

She sank onto the window seat, her head in her hands. The silence, the cleanliness, the order of this place, felt more violating than the Farmer's chaotic filth. The Farmer was an animal. This... this was something else. This was a man who had cleaned her, stitched her, and dressed her like a doll, all before locking her in a beautiful cage.

She heard a key slide into the lock.

Sarah scrambled back, huddling against the headboard of the bed, pulling the sheets up to her chin.

The door opened.

Mr. Ambrose stood there, looking as neat and crisp as he had the night before. He was wearing a different cardigan, this one a pleasant forest green. He held a silver tray.

"Ah, you're awake. Excellent," he said, his voice the calm, measured tone of a university professor. "I'm not surprised. I find that despite his... agricultural methods... Jedidiah rarely does permanent damage. He's a butcher, you see. He hacks. He has no finesse."

He walked into the room, the aroma of fresh coffee and toast wafting from the tray.

"Please don't cower," he said, placing the tray on the marble-topped dresser. "It's so... uncivilized. You are a guest here, Miss Sarah."

She stared at him, her voice frozen. "How... how do you know my name?"

He smiled, a thin, dry expression that held no warmth. "Oh, your car, of course. The registration in the glove compartment. Sarah Powell. Aged thirty-two. A graphic designer from the city. Driving a 1983 Honda Accord, which, I must say, was in a dreadful state of disrepair. You really should have had that alternator looked at."

He had planned this. Her car hadn't just died. He had made it die.

"What... what do you want?" she whispered, her throat raw.

"Want?" He seemed to ponder the question as he poured coffee from a silver pot into a delicate china cup. "That's such a... primitive word. It's what he," he gestured with his head toward the cornfield, "understands. He wants to hunt. He wants to kill. He wants to destroy. It's all consumption, all id. So base."

He brought the cup and a small plate with a single piece of dry toast to the bedside table. "I, on the other hand, am a preservationist, Miss Powell. I don't want. I... curate."

She recoiled as he approached. "I'm not hungry."

"Yes, you are," he said, his voice hardening, losing its professorial warmth for just a second. "And you will eat. You are... an important acquisition. A specimen must be kept in prime condition. You're dehydrated, in shock, and you've lost a significant amount of blood. The broth is high in sodium, and the tea has sugar. You will consume it all."

"No," she said, a pathetic attempt at defiance.

Ambrose sighed, the same put-upon sigh he'd used with Jedidiah. He sat on the edge of the bed, and before Sarah could react, his hand shot out, grabbing her jaw. His grip was not brutal like the Farmer's; it was precise, his fingers digging into the pressure points beneath her ears, forcing her mouth open with agonizing, clinical strength.

"We can do this politely," he said, his face inches from hers, "or we can do this efficiently. I have... equipment... for this. A feeding tube is so impersonal, don't you think? And it ruins the aesthetic."

Tears streamed down her face as he held her head immobile. He picked up the cup of lukewarm broth and brought it to her lips.

"Swallow," he commanded.

She choked, she gagged, but she swallowed. He made her drink the entire cup, and then the tea. He made her eat the toast, his fingers locked on her jaw until she had chewed and swallowed every last, dry crumb.

When he was finished, he let go. He stood up and brushed the crumbs from his hands, his composure perfectly restored.

"There," he said, as if she were a child who had just finished her vegetables. "That wasn't so difficult, was it?"

Sarah just wept, deep, racking sobs of humiliation and terror.

"Oh, stop that," he snapped. "You're a survivor. You escaped him. You have... provenance. That's what makes you so special. You should be proud. Now, get yourself composed. I'm going to show you my home. I think it's important you understand precisely where you are."

He left, and she heard the key turn in the lock again.

An hour later, he returned. He had a silk robe, a deep burgundy, draped over his arm. "Put this on," he said, tossing it onto the bed. "We're having a tour."

Numb, her mind floating on whatever drug he'd given her, she did as she was told. The robe was soft, heavy. She felt like she was dressing for her own funeral. He led her out of the room. The hallway was long, carpeted in the same thick, plush red as her room. The walls were covered in dark, polished wood and portraits of stern, long-dead people in high collars. The grandfather clock at the end of the hall ticked, a slow, funereal rhythm. Tick. Tock.

"This house has been in my family for generations," Ambrose said, his voice echoing slightly in the silence. He was playing the part of a proud homeowner. "My grandfather built it. He was a collector, too. Of books. My father... he collected coins. Mundane. But the impulse... the need to acquire, to categorize, to own... that is in our blood."

He stopped at a large, double-door. "This," he said, "is where my own collection truly began. I call it... 'The Travelers.'"

He opened the doors.

Sarah's hand flew to her mouth, stifling a scream.

The room was a library. But instead of books, the shelves were filled with artifacts.

One entire wall was covered in a massive, cork-backed velvet board. Pinned to it, like a horrific butterfly collection, were hundreds of driver's licenses. Old, laminated ones from the 70s. Newer, plastic-coated ones. Men, women, young, old. All smiling, or not smiling, for their official photo, unaware this would be their memorial.

"My neighbor," Ambrose said with a sneer, "he would have just burned the wallets. Such a waste. The identity, you see. That's the first thing you acquire."

He moved to a set of tall, glass-fronted cabinets. Inside, on velvet-lined shelves, were car keys. Dozens of sets. Each one had a small, neat, typewritten tag attached to it. '1979 Ford Pinto, Male, 24, May 1980.' '1982 Buick LeSabre, Female, 41, August 1983.' '1983 Honda Accord, Female, 32, October 1985.'

He had already made her tag.

"People on their way from somewhere, on their way to somewhere," he mused, tapping the glass. "So... impermanent. I provide them with a final destination. A purpose they never knew they had: to be part of something permanent."
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