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A WORD FROM THE EDITOR







Let me start out by thanking you, the reader, for spending your hard earned cash on this book. I know how hard it can be at the end of each month to decide which book to buy next, so I tried to make it as affordable as possible.

I’d also like to thank all the writers and artists who spent days and weeks of their valuable time to bring this book to life; not to mention all the hours spent guest blogging and promoting the book. A special thanks to Rena Mason, for her hard work in spreading the word about Fear the Reaper amongst members of the HWA, and for the wonderful bookmarks she made.  

Thanks to Adam Lowe for donating his wonderfully creepy poem and Will Jacques for his amazing interior artwork. 

A very special thanks to Christopher Golden and Holly Newstein Hautala, who ensured the inclusion of Rick Hautala’s story after his untimely death. 

These are all people I’ve met online and would love to meet in person, before our inevitable demise, which of course is the theme of this book you’re currently holding. Yes, one day we’ll flip through the pages of this book and see that it truly was history in the making, as, in time, the writers (myself included) will pass away, leaving others behind.

It’s with that thought that I pay tribute to Rick Hautala, who I only had a few brief conversations with about this project. Sadly, it was only in his death and in the words of those who knew him, that I grew to know and truly respect the man. 

So whether you’re one of the very first readers to buy this book, or buying it second-hand decades later, know that the men and women in this book tapped into their deepest emotion, which is not just fear but fear of dying, when they wrote these wonderful tales. Make an effort to read more of their books and stories.

One last thought: like me, you might not be as scared of death as others. I certainly believe that I have a say in where I go after I die, but what scares me is the lack of control I have in the process of dying, the amount of pain and humiliation that goes with it, and when it will place its cold grip on my shoulder.

I hope you enjoy Fear the Reaper. 




Joe Mynhardt

Bloemfontein, South Africa

26 November 2013
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(DON’T) FEAR THE REAPER: A BRIEF INTRODUCTION







Remember That You Will Die




I have a personal fascination with the concept of the memento mori in art and literature. It’s a Latin term, of course, meaning “remember that you will die,” but in broader terms the memento mori is an artistic or symbolic reminder that we’re all destined for death. Whoever we are, whatever we do, no matter how rich or famous we might be, we’re all going the same way, and there’s no such thing as a happy ending.

The origin of the phrase is possibly anecdotal: according to the early Christian author Tertullian in his Apologeticus, in ancient Rome a Roman general was parading through the streets celebrating victory in battle. His servant stood behind him chanting the phrase “Respice post te! Hominem te esse memento! Memento mori!”: “Look behind you! Remember that you are a man! Remember that you’ll die!” 

It was the servant’s task to remind the general that although he had won on this day, tomorrow—or any day—he could just as easily be brought down. Nice work if you can get it.

The momento mori became increasingly popular in Medieval Europe, especially when it was adopted by Christianity, with its emphasis on divine judgment. Heaven, Hell, the salvation (or damnation) of the soul pushed these thoughts to the forefront, and many works of religious art were produced to reflect this theme. 

To the Christian, the prospect of death serves to focus upon the emptiness and fleetingness of earthly trappings, and also as an invitation to think about the appealing prospect of the afterlife. Thus there are a lot of examples of this kind of thing in funeral art and architecture: decaying corpses carved onto tombs, representations of winged skulls, skeletons, angels snuffing out candles... and scattered around Europe there are also great ossuaries—chapels made of bones; in music, we have the danse macabre, with its accompanying image of a boogying grim reaper; and countless ancient clocks and public timepieces portraying the fleetingness of life and the inevitability of death. 

Cheery stuff. But to a miserable bastard like me, this kind of thing is golden.

Memento mori was also an important literary theme. Famous meditations on death in English prose include Sir Thomas Browne’s Hydriotaphia, Urn Burial and Jeremy Taylor’s Holy Living and Holy Dying. These works were part of a Jacobean cult of melancholia (my kind of club) that marked the end of the Elizabethan era. In the late eighteenth century, literary elegies were a common genre; Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard and Edward Young’s Night Thoughts are typical examples.

It could be argued—if one were inclined—that the entire canon of work comprising the horror fiction genre is simply a huge, complex memento mori. This idea certainly fits in with my own thinking on the matter. But I’ll leave it to greater minds than mine to labour that point.




We Bones, Lying Here Bare, Await for Yours




The Grim Reaper—the image of death in sentient human form—has existed in many societies since the beginning of recorded history. From the 15th Century onwards, he was depicted as a skeleton with a scythe in a black cloak and hood—surely the most well-known representation as we know it. Even the bible refers to the Angel of Death when he reaps Egypt’s firstborns.  

In modern popular culture, there is the classic depiction of a melancholy, chess-playing Death in Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh Seal—the film also features a gleeful danse macabre near the end. My own strongest and earliest recollection of the Reaper was the classic Ray Bradbury story The Scythe. More recently, there’s been another twist on the theme of death-as-sentient-being in the much-better-than-expected Final Destination films. I haven’t even mentioned the Blue Oyster Cult song from which this book takes, and inverts, its title... There are hundreds of other examples, but I’m sure you get my point, that the notion of the Grim Reaper has saturated popular culture.

As you can see, this is fertile ground for any artist, and the authors in this book are no slouches: they have each given the concept of Death their own creative spin, crafting from it a truly personal vision.

The opening poem, by Adam Lowe, sets the tone nicely, with a melancholic beauty all its own. In the first story, Mark Sheldon takes as his starting point the birth of death. Jeff Strand—among others—spins us a yarn about cheating death. Stephen Bacon’s death-by-sleep will keep you awake for hours with its mordant lullaby. Taylor Grant’s Spectres will never leave you, and you might never leave the place they take you. Jeremy C. Shipp offers up a typically strange vision of a near-future, where nothing is predictable—even death and what happens after. My old sparring partner Gary Fry offers us The Final Peace, but it isn’t what you’re thinking. With him, nothing ever is.

 Introductions don’t usually mention the cover art, so let me buck that trend here. Ben Baldwin’s rendition of the Reaper is elegant, beautiful, and terrifying in its force and immediacy; surely the work of an artist at the top of his game.

This short piece of mine amounts to nothing but a sample, a mere teaser for the wonderful stories inside the book. So why don’t you stop reading this introduction and dip in, feeling the darkness wash over you in a soft black wave?

Just do me a favour and remember—always remember—one little thing: 

One day you, me, and everyone you’ve ever known or loved or hated, will die. There’s no getting away from it. So until then, be sure to make the best of things. Don’t waste a single second of this life and treat each day as if it might be your last. Live large, read lots, create bravely, and treasure those closest to you. Ignore the bullshit and embrace the strange. In stark contradiction to the title of this volume, don’t bother to fear the Reaper. He’ll find you in the end, however you feel about him (or her!).

With this happy thought, I leave you.




Gary McMahon

Yorkshire

2013
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HECATE




—ADAM LOWE—







At the gates she lingers, bearing

a torch in the dark. She sings in infant’s

voice, with the rush of breaking waters;

she sings of your return and

your departure.




All crossroads are hers;

she feels the wander of your troubadour

feet, tracing the routes of her veins;

she guides you across the chasm

back to the hearth.




Her arms bristle with burning dawn candles

spelling out your name; her eyes are coals

to warm you in the dark between worlds.

Come back, she whispers, as she mantles

over soil, a secret, amniotic wench.




She rides black stallions, flows along

the coils of jewelled snakes,

and wears cow’s horns and boar’s tusks.

Mistress of thorns, she tangles you,

cuts deep with loving lips: her love is fierce.




In the darkness she waits.
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THE LIFE OF DEATH




—MARK SHELDON—







Long, long ago—in a time that even Time itself has forgotten—humankind knew not the pangs of death, and lived forever in immortality. Kind of like elves, only not as pansy.

In this epoch, there lived a husband and wife named Tuoni and Morrigan. The happy couple had twelve, beautiful children. The parents were not particularly creative or original, so they named the children (in order from first-born to twelfth born): Abacus, Balthazar, Calantha, D’Artagnan, Eadoin, Fabunni, Galilea, Hezekia, Imogen, Jabari, Kamarion, and Larry (poor little Larry, the runt of the litter, was often the brunt of his elder siblings’ jokes and pranks).

For several years, the little family lived in quiet, happy contentment. Then it transpired that Morrigan was, once again, ripe with child. At first, the family saw this as a happy blessing, and they were overjoyed.

Sadly Morana—the midwife who had helped bring their first twelve children into the world—had since moved to a neighboring country, so Morrigan had no choice but to find a new midwife to assist her with the pregnancy and birth. They found a lovely young woman named Macaria and hired her on the spot.

Macaria was a little less conventional than Morana had been. Macaria was very interested in what today’s linguistics might label “new age medicinal arts.” For example, she had read an article by Doctor Ogbunabali which stated that if you wanted your child to be a strong, strapping young buck of a lad, you should drink half a glass of cyanide with each meal. If you wanted your child to be a beautiful, charming little princess of a girl, you should wash down three leaves of hemlock with a glass of arsenic before bed each night (in these days before death, cyanide and arsenic were common beverages—perhaps equivalent to modern times’ Dr. Pepper or Appletini—and hemlock was an ingredient prevalent in most Italian cuisine, especially lasagna).

Morrigan did not particularly care one way or the other if her baby was a boy or a girl and so, being the practical woman that she was, she took to taking both prescriptions. She figured that even if the practice resulted in a hermaphroditic birth, they would still love the child just as much.

For the first several months of the pregnancy, no one suspected anything was wrong, and the family continued to rejoice over the forthcoming bundle of joy’s arrival. Morrigan, naturally, was the first to suspect that something was amiss, but not until about five months into the pregnancy, when the baby started kicking. For one thing, it was a little later than the other twelve children had started kicking. More to the point, it hurt quite a bit more when this baby kicked. It literally felt as if someone were stabbing her with a knife from the inside.

Around the same time, the nightmares started. They came every night, and were always the same: Morrigan was being chased by a hideous monster unlike anything she had ever seen. The creature was not formed of flesh, but some sort of pale white rock. It had a horrible, wide grin, and where its eyes should have been were only empty, gaping, black sockets.

Most of us today would most likely recognize this “monster” for what it was, having grown up with images of it in science classes and Disney cartoons. But for Morrigan, the horror of this enigmatic phantasm was cripplingly terrifying.

Morrigan kept her fears to herself for several months. But as the ninth month of pregnancy drew steadily closer, her fear consumed her. She confessed her worries first to Macaria, and then Tuoni, both of whom assured her it was just anxiety and that she had nothing to worry about.

The ninth month came and passed. The baby did not come. Macaria and Tuoni both assured Morrigan that the baby was just “still cooking.”

The tenth month came and passed. The baby did not come. Macaria assured Morrigan that this was a sign that her baby was meant for greatness, and that the gods were simply giving it extra time to grow into that greatness. Tuoni, at this point, was not so sure.

When the eleventh month passed and the baby had not come yet, even Macaria was becoming concerned.

By the thirteenth month of pregnancy, Morrigan was confined entirely to her bed, and was therefore thoroughly relieved when at last she went into labor.

After twelve births, Morrigan believed that she knew what to expect, as far as the pain. She was wrong. The fact that it had been a thirteen-month pregnancy actually had very little to do with the extra pain. As painful as the other twelve births had been, all twelve of those babies had at least been soft, if not at all conveniently shaped or sized for the process of birth.

But this one... this one felt... sharp... hard... jagged.

At last, after a searing, scraping burst of pain, the thing was out, and Morrigan lay sweating and bleeding upon the birthing bed. For several seconds, there was silence, but then an inhuman, rattling wail rang throughout the room. Morrigan weakly raised her head off of the sweat-soaked pillow and for the first time saw the look on Macaria’s face—it was a look of shocked, nauseated horror.

“Sh-show me my child,” Morrigan wheezed in between gasps of pain.

“Ma’am... I-I would suggest you wait until—”

“Show me my child!” Morrigan commanded.

Hesitantly, with a look of upmost revulsion upon her face, Macaria raised the child into Morrigan’s line of sight. As her tired, weary eyes rested on an infant form of the monster from her nightmares, Morrigan released a brief scream of terror, and then promptly died from fright.

Macaria found herself at a total loss. She called out to Morrigan, but Morrigan did not respond. She shook Morrigan, but Morrigan did not move. She felt for the pulse of a heart, but no pulse was to be found.

Forced to accept that whatever had befallen Morrigan was beyond her skills and abilities to cure, she turned her attention to the child. She wrapped the wriggling, screaming, fleshless child up in a blanket, placed it in a bassinet next to the birthing bed, and then crossed the room to the doors leading out into the hall where Tuoni waited with the twelve children.

“Macaria,” Tuoni said, anxiously jumping up when he saw her enter the hallway, “I heard Morrigan scream! Is everything alright? My child, is my child alright?”

“Morrigan...” Macaria began, not knowing how to describe what had happened, “I’m sorry sir, but she did not... make it.”

A look of bewildered confusion fell across poor Tuoni’s face.

“What do you mean?” he asked the midwife.

“I cannot explain it,” Macaria responded meekly, “but she is... gone... somehow...”

“Where did she go?”

“I do not know, sir. Her body is still in the bed, but she is... without life...”

“What nonsense do you speak? You mean that she sleeps?”

“No, sir, she sleeps not,” Macaria responded, growing meeker by the minute under the increasing frustration of Tuoni. “She sleeps not. She wakes not. Her heart beats not. Her soul is simply... gone, sir.”

“That’s not possible,” Tuoni replied in disbelief. “Let me see my wife,” he said, pushing past the petrified midwife, who crumbled to the floor.

“Morrey, Morrey,” Tuoni called, running across the room toward the blood-soaked bed where his wife lay, motionless.

He climbed upon the contaminated bed, he shook the body of his wife, he yelled at her, he screamed, he cried, he held her bloody corpse to him and wept to the heavens, but Morrigan did not awaken.

As the pangs of his grief—the first grief—finally began to subside, Tuoni became aware of the rattling cry coming from the bassinet.

Slowly, hesitantly, Tuoni released the grip on his wife’s corpse, and slid off the end of the bed, shakily making his way toward the bassinet. As his eyes fell upon the blanket-wrapped monstrosity in the crib, Tuoni fell to his knees and promptly retched.

“What is that... that... thing?” Tuoni called to Macaria, who still lay crumpled upon the floor of the doorway.

“I... I don’t know sir... it is... it is your child...”

Tuoni shuddered with revulsion.

“And... what happened to my wife?”

“I do not know that, either, sir. It is as I said. She is gone.”

He could not comprehend that concept, but it appeared that the midwife’s words were correct: Morrigan was gone, and it seemed as if she would not be coming back.

“Father, what’s wrong?” asked Abacus, his oldest son, poking his head around the door.

“Take them away, for the sake of the gods, Macaria, take the children away from here!”

“Of course, sir, right away,” Macaria said, finding new strength upon seeing Abacus’ innocent face. “Come children, come with me. Quickly, now.”

“Is Mommy going to be okay?” Imogen asked as Macaria shepherded the twelve youngsters away.

“I don’t know, sweetie, I don’t know,” Macaria answered, and then she and the children were out of Tuoni’s hearing range.

He sat on the floor of the birth room, tears pouring down his face, as he tried to think of what to do. The screams coming from the bassinet were not helping him clear his head.

He could always wait for nightfall, take the monster down to the bridge, and throw it into the river. He had oft heard tales of unwanted children being disposed of so, and being swept out to sea where they were raised by the beasts of the ocean. Or perhaps, if he were lucky, the monster would meet the same fate as Morrigan and... cease to be. He did not believe he could be so ‘lucky’ however. What happened to Morrigan was obviously some tragic fluke of nature, some sort of cruel punishment from the gods, and most likely would never happen ever again.

He did not know how to explain Morrigan’s disappearance to the villagers. No one would ever believe him if he told the truth. They would probably accuse him of throwing both wife and infant into the river to be rid of them.

He decided he and the children would have to relocate to another town. He may have to put off getting rid of the... infant for another day or so, to put his affairs in order first. If anyone in town inquired about Morrigan and the baby, he could just lie and say that they were still waiting for the baby to come. Morrigan had been bedridden for over a month already, so no one would yet notice her absence. Once they were ready, he could get rid of the monster, then he and the children could flee to start a new life somewhere far, far away. Macaria would have to come with them, of course. For one, he wouldn’t be able to leave anyone behind who knew the truth of what had happened, for another he knew that he would need help raising the twelve children.

He knew not how he would explain the presence of twelve children and no mother (in those happier times, divorce was just as unheard of as death). But he decided he could say that he had adopted them all out of the goodness of his heart from unwanting parents, and thereby saving them from a life of being raised by octopi. That would be infinitely easier than trying to explain the absence of a baby and a wife if he and the children stayed in their current village.

His plot decided, he pulled himself off the floor and looked, once more, upon the infant within the bassinet. As he looked upon his offspring, however, his resolve crumbled. As if sensing the turmoil of emotions its father was feeling, the infant chose that moment to giggle. It wasn’t the typical cheerful sound of an infant’s giggle, but a raspy, grating sound (Tuoni briefly wondered how the child was able to produce any sound at all without vocal chords, but considering the plethora of anomalies confronting him on this day, that was one that he decided was rather low on the totem pole of priorities). Nonetheless, the emotion behind the sound was clear, and what little was left of Tuoni’s plot to dispose of the infant melted away in an instant.

Monster or not, it was his child, and he could not bring himself to cast it away. He would have to figure something else out, but he could not get rid of this last connection between himself and Morrigan. 

Keeping the child would make relocating an unnecessary complication, as no matter where they moved, the child would be greeted with horror. They would have to figure some way of staying where they were, and concealing the presence of the unusual family member.

After some time, which Tuoni spent gazing with alternating horror and growing affection upon his child, Macaria returned to the birth room, and tentatively approached her master.

“Sir?” she whispered nervously, fearing another angry out lash.

“Yes, Macaria?” Tuoni responded, in barely more than a whisper.

“What... do you wish... to...”

“... do with the child?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I shall keep it. Whatever it is, it is my child, and I will not abandon it.”

Macaria merely nodded her head solemnly.

“I would not ask this of you, Macaria,” Tuoni said, still almost silently, “but I will need help. Raising twelve children alone would be a challenge unto itself, but raising twelve children, and... this... I cannot do it alone. If you do not wish to stay, I will understand. I dare say I could not blame you. But I hope that you will find it within your heart to stay and continue to help us. We will all need you.”

Macaria gulped nervously, contemplating Tuoni’s request for several minutes, before responding, “Yes, sir. I will stay.”

“Thank you, Macaria,” Tuoni said, gratefully clasping her hands in his.

They stared in silence for several moments at the child in the bassinet, who apparently had fallen asleep (it was impossible to tell for sure, as the child had no eyelids).

“It... I mean, he... she... it... needs a name,” Macaria said at last, stumbling over the difficult task of identifying the gender of a creature born without any identifying genitalia.

“Yes, I suppose you are right,” Tuoni replied, deep in thought.

As with their previous twelve children, he and Morrigan had not discussed names prior to birth. It felt almost sacrilegious to name the child without Morrigan, but that was clearly unavoidable.

He wanted to continue the pattern that he and Morrigan had started together. As they had named their previous child “Larry,” this child’s name should start with an M. But was it a boy, or a girl? He had no way of knowing, for although a modern archaeologist or biologist could have told him the child’s gender by simply looking at the pelvis, no one in Tuoni’s time had ever seen a skeleton before, and so there was no basis for comparison.

But, as a decision needed to be made, he looked upon the child and searched his heart, which told him it was a boy.

“I shall call him,” Tuoni said at last, “Mortimer.”




*    *    *




After some debate, Tuoni was convinced by Macaria to tell the truth—or at least part of it—about what happened to Morrigan. One of the Town Elders was called to the house to investigate (back in these times before death, there were no doctors so any issues of health—which were rare—were investigated by the Elders). The Elder was as flummoxed as everyone else by Morrigan’s bizarre fate.

“We will have to name this phenomenon, of course,” the Elder said, his voice slow, ancient, and wise. “Everything must be named, for that without a name cannot be explained, and that which cannot be explained is unknown, and that which is unknown is dangerous. I see she ‘dyed’ the bed sheets in her leaving of this world, so perhaps we shall call it ‘dying.’ Perhaps, to alleviate potential confusion, for the past-tense we should spell it ‘d-i-e-d’ instead of ‘d-y-e-d.’ Yes?”

“As you say, Elder,” Tuoni responded. He really could care less about what the old man decided to call it. He just wanted to know if it could be reversed. The Elder’s complete loss, however, banished what little hope Tuoni had been clinging to that his wife could be brought back.

“You said this happened during childbirth?” the Elder asked.

“Yes,” Macaria replied, quietly, from the corner where she stood, nervously observing and listening to the proceedings.

“Curious. And what of the child?”

Tuoni and Macaria shared a silent, momentary glance, before Tuoni replied, “The child met the same fate as Macaria. I threw the... body into the river, for I could not bear to look upon it any longer.”

“Curious. Very curious indeed,” the Elder said, and then was lost to his thoughts.

In truth, at that moment Mortimer was up in the attic, being watched over by Abacus and Balthazar. The family had all come to an agreement that it would be best if the villagers did not know of Mortimer’s existence. The passing of Morrigan had cast enough of a shadow over the family in the villagers’ eyes, they did not need anything to cast an ever darker shadow.

As it transpired, the shadow cast by Morrigan’s death actually helped keep the child’s existence a secret. Once word had spread around town about Morrigan’s unprecedented fate, the townspeople avoided the family as if they all had “died” and then come back to life, and were conspiring to spread their abnormality to the rest of the village.

The downside, of course, was that the twelve older children all had to be pulled out of school, for they had all become the subjects of relentless bullying and teasing. But Tuoni was forced to admit that this was probably for the best anyway, as the younger children could not necessarily be trusted to keep quiet about the secret of Mortimer.

It was several years before the family realized that Tuoni had incorrectly guessed the gender of his child. The final, determining indication being that Mortimer’s voice—once she started talking—was of a noticeably higher register than would normally be associated with a boy. Also, as she got older, Mortimer tended to lean more towards dresses and tea parties as opposed to pants and guns (although, even in those ancient times, that was not necessarily a guarantee of one’s gender). By that point, they had all grown so accustomed to calling her Mortimer that they decided against changing her name, as they did not wish to confuse her. Instead, they settled on the somewhat more androgynous nickname, “Morrey.”

And so, the little family lived in quiet isolation. But they were not entirely unhappy. They made it work. The older children would help with the housework and cultivating of the family garden, which—coupled with a small flock of egg-laying chickens—was their sole source of food now that no one in the village would barter with Tuoni.

Macaria took responsibility for the tutelage of the children, and for the troubling task of figuring out how best to raise Morrey. For the first several days after Morrey’s birth, Macaria was in a panicked state, unsure of how to go about feeding the unusual child. Obviously any liquid or solid that was passed into the child’s mouth simply fell out and made a mess. At length, Macaria determined that fortunately Morrey did not require sustenance at all, and that what the child required above all else was love.

But sadly, love was the one thing the family could not give to little Morrey. Tuoni, who was forever haunted by the enigmatic passing of his beloved wife, saw Morrey as a constant, morbid reminder of his loss. Most of the other children, who understood Morrigan’s death even less than their father, took out their grief and anger on the family’s newcomer. Macaria tried to show little Morrey affection, but found herself so repulsed by Morrey’s macabre appearance that she could not bring herself to hug or kiss the child. She devoted herself to raising and teaching Morrey, helping her learn how to walk and talk as she got older, teaching her wrong from right. But true, caring love, was one emotion she could just not muster for the grotesque child.

Just about the only friend Morrey had in the family was little Larry, who knew what it was like to be the runt of the litter, and therefore took pity on poor Morrey. He would play with her, shower her with hugs and kisses, and—when she was old enough—take her on strolls through the woods behind the family home (but, as dictated by Tuoni, only under the cover of nightfall, lest one of the villagers should happen to see them).

And so life continued for many years. In time, Tuoni’s grief began to heal, and Macaria took to joining him in his bed. Neither of them had planned for it to happen, it was simply an inevitable side-effect of living with a member of the opposite sex who was the only adult with whom you had interacted for several years.

When it was revealed to the children that Macaria would be bearing them a new sibling, the news was not received warmly. Abacus in particular reacted with fierce fervor, accusing Tuoni of defiling Morrigan’s memory. The fight ended with Macaria tear-stricken, Tuoni purple-faced, and Abacus storming from the home. Abacus left not only the house and the village, but the country altogether, and the family never heard from him again.

When little Nadezhda came into the family, the rift deepened even further. The older children felt similar to Abacus, although none of them reacted with quite as much vehemence as he had. The younger children—Morrey, Larry, Kamarion and Jabari in particular—who had, at best, only vague memories of their mother were excited to have a new sibling in the family. Six year-old Morrey looked at the newborn as a hopeful reprieve from the torment of her older siblings (Larry often told her about how he had been the runt of the litter before she came along, and that his teasing had lessened with her arrival).

Unfortunately for Morrey, the arrival of Nadezhda (or the four siblings who followed her over the next few years) did not free her from the torments of her elder siblings. The younger siblings—excluding ever-faithful Larry—showered Nadezhda with the love they never gave Morrey. The older, angrier, siblings ignored Nadezhda’s existence altogether, and vented even more frustration out on poor little Morrey. Fortunately, as Nadezhda and her siblings grew older, they each looked up to Morrey as a loving older sister, and while they recognized that she was unlike any other member of their family, they had no reason to hate or fear her.

Gradually, the older children left home as they each reached the age where such a thing tends to happen. Each left town as Abacus had, but whereas Abacus had severed all ties from his family, they left for the simple necessity of starting a new life, untainted by the death of their mother or their abnormal sibling.

For a very long time, Morrey was more or less content with her existence. She wished that her older siblings wouldn’t torment her as much, but she was at least thankful for the love of Larry and her younger siblings.

But as she drew nearer to adolescence, and she suddenly found that she and Larry were the eldest of the children still living at home, Morrey began to grow restless. She wanted to get out and see the world, for she knew there had to be more than just the house and woods in which she’d grown up. She wanted to walk in the sunlight. To meet people.

She wanted to live.

But the older she grew, the more protective her father became of her, for he now knew that the time to take the chance to let the world accept her had long past. Tuoni wished more than anything that he could go back in time and change his mind about hiding Morrey from the world. As an infant, the villagers would have had time to possibly learn to accept Morrey’s differences before she was old enough to recognize their fear and hatred. But now... now it was too late, Tuoni was sure of it. The world would never accept her now.

But the tighter Tuoni held onto Morrey, the more she wanted to flee. Larry had made for her a long, black, hooded cloak that she could use to travel around the village at night without being seen. Under the cloak, Morrey could disappear into the shadows of night and observe without being observed. At first, she was careful to only venture into the village late at night, after the villagers had gone to bed, but the more trips she made, the bolder she became. She didn’t dare venture out in the shadowless light of day, but as long as the sun was down and the sky was dark, she felt safe darting through the dark streets of the town, watching from the shadows as people would pass her.

On one such spring evening, Morrey found the streets of the town uncharacteristically vacant for that time of the evening. Puzzled, she wandered through the town, until she heard a commotion coming from the town hall. Creeping through the cover of darkness, she made her way to the hall, and covertly peeked in through one of the open windows, where she discovered that a dance was under way. The chairs and tables had been cleared out of the center of the hall, a band of musicians were playing upbeat music, and the villagers, for all appearances, were having a joyous time.

Morrey looked upon the frivolity within the town hall with the deepest longing. More than anything in the world, she wanted to be a part of that.

As she looked through the exuberant crowd, her gaze fell on a young lad, who appeared to be around the same age as herself, perhaps a year or two older. The boy was handsome, with a chiseled jaw, piercing blue eyes, and wavy blond hair. If Morrey’d had a heart, it would have skipped a beat right then and there. As such, she merely felt a little weak in the knees.

She spent the remainder of the evening perched outside that window, her gaze fixed unwaveringly upon the boy who captured her attention so unrelentingly. As the dance at last began to dissipate, and the villagers began to return to their homes, Morrey—cloaked by nightly shadows—followed the boy to his home. She climbed a tree planted outside the house, and perched herself amongst its branches. She found that from her post she had a direct view into the boy’s bedroom, which was on the second floor of the stately home.

As she watched the boy undress and prepare for bed, Morrey felt her very bones (all that she was made of) trembling, as she struggled with emotions she did not fully understand. Had she had blood and bodily fluids to stir, they would have been stirring at full force at that moment.

Every night for over a month, Morrey returned to her observation post outside the boy’s home. She told no one, not even Larry, of where she was going or what she was doing, for on some level she felt ashamed for spying on the boy, but when she was watching him it was the most alive she had ever felt, and so she continued to watch from afar.

Over the passing weeks, she tried to formulate in her mind some way of working her way into the boy’s world, but no matter what scenario she concocted, they all ended with her father finding out and shutting her away forever.

Then, one night the townsfolk gathered for another dance. Reminded of the first time she saw the boy, Morrey felt her resolve strengthen and determined that she would introduce herself by the end of the night. She just had to wait for an opportunity to get him alone.

A few hours into the dance, opportunity presented itself when the boy left the festivities to pay a visit to the outhouse. Her bones shaking with anticipation, Morrey waited in the shadows. After a few minutes, he exited the outhouse and, grabbing the opportunity, Morrey stepped out of the shadows (though she was not yet brave enough to lower her hood).

The boy screamed in surprise, and then—after having a moment to catch his breath and regain his composure—said, “I apologize, you startled me. Do I know you?”

“No,” replied Morrey meekly, lowering her head, both out of shyness and a desire to keep her face hidden in the shadow of her cowl. “My name is Morrey. I live... I’m visiting with my family from another town...”

“Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Morrey from another town,” the boy said extending his hand, and Morrey was very grateful that she had thought to wear her gloves, so that she could accept his hand without revealing the boniness of her own. “I’m Thomason. My father’s the mayor. Would you care to join me inside? Perhaps I could talk you into a dance?”

If Morrey could have blushed, she would have turned dark scarlet.

“A dance would be... lovely,” she replied, feeling her knees wobble dangerously. “But, could we perhaps, walk instead? It’s such a lovely evening, and I find I much prefer the fresh air to the stuffiness of a building.”

Something Morrey couldn’t quite identify flashed through Thomason’s eyes, but he smiled and said, “A walk sounds lovely. Must you wear that hood, though? I should like to look upon your face.”

Morrey’s metaphorical heart sank as her mind scrambled to come up with an excuse to avoid removing her hood, at least just yet.

“Oh... no... you see, I catch cold quite easily, and so I prefer to keep my hood on. I’m sorry...”

After a moment, Thomason shrugged and said, “No matter.”

He proffered his arm and—her knees shaking worse than ever—Morrey hooked hers through his and they walked into the night.

They talked as they walked. Morrey asked about life in the village, and steered the conversation away from questions about her life. She became so lost in disbelief that this was actually happening, she didn’t even notice where they were walking.

Suddenly, Thomason grabbed her and pinned her against the wall of a building. Shocked back into reality, Morrey realized that he had led her into a dark alleyway behind the town hall.

“So, Morrey,” he whispered sinisterly into her ear, “has a man made you into a woman, yet?”

“N-no... Thomason, what are you doing? You’re hurting me,” she gasped as he pushed her against the wall.

Thomason merely grinned and said, “First time for everything.”

As he leaned in to kiss her, his hand slipped between the gap of her cloak. When his groping fingers found not flesh, but actual pelvis, he shrieked and backed away, releasing his hold on her.

“What the hell are you?” he gasped in fear.

Quivering, now with humiliation and rage, Morrey recklessly threw back her hood.

Thomason screamed. The sound pierced every exposed bone in Morrey’s body and her non-existent heart shattered into a million pieces. She took no amount of comfort in seeing the wet stain appear on the boy’s trousers.

Thomason’s scream roused the attention of the villagers from inside the dance, who quickly came out to find Morrey and the vile boy in the alley.

“Monster!” Thomason cried, pointing accusingly at Morrey. “It tried to attack me!”

Before Morrey could protest his unjust accusation, the villagers were upon her. Beating her, tearing her beloved cloak to shreds, exposing her naked, fleshless body to the night air. Morrey screamed, but no one paid her any mind. Despite her kicking, thrashing, protestations, the villagers managed to bind her arms and legs with rope, and began dragging her away from the town hall. She soon realized where they were headed—the river.

Overcome with fear, rage, betrayal, a broken heart and—above all—humiliation, Morrey unleashed the most painful, agonizing scream of lament the world has ever heard. The scream was so full of pain, it pierced through the very souls of the treacherous villagers, and they all collapsed to the ground, as lifeless as the stones upon which they fell.

Filled with strength powered by her fear and anger, Morrey broke free of her bonds and pulled herself out from underneath the bodies of the villagers who, only moments before, had been carrying her to a watery fate.

Weeping uncontrollably, Morrey fled the scene and ran home. She couldn’t tell her father or Macaria what had happened, they wouldn’t understand, but she could tell Larry. Larry would comfort her.

But when she at last returned to the steps of her home, the house was silent. She ran inside, calling the names of her siblings and guardians, but no response came. She found the family in the dining room, all bent over unnaturally, having fallen face-first into their bowls of pea soup.

Morrey’s cursed scream had spread farther than she realized—it had spread throughout the entire town, even to her own family. She had killed them all.

She ran to where Larry lay, crumpled upon the table, and shook him, crying—tears somehow flowing down her bony cheek, despite her lack of tear ducts. She shook him, and yelled and yelled, but Larry did not awaken. Larry, who had been the one person always there for her. Larry, who had loved her even when no one else could. Larry, the one person in the world who treated her like another person, was dead, and at her own hand.

Morrey crumbled to the floor in grief. First her mother, and now her whole family. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair that she should be haunted by this horrible curse that took her loved ones away, while everyone else went on living and loving their family for all time. It wasn’t fair.

Well, Morrey decided, she would make it fair. She had killed the village, she could kill others, too. She vowed then and there that she would even the playing field; make everyone feel this pain which now consumed her. Even if she had to live a solitary life cloaked in shadow, she would not be alone in her emotions. The whole world would know her pain and suffering.

And ever since that day, Morrey has personally seen to it that we do.


​ 

 

STUMPS




—JEFF STRAND—







I didn’t acquire eternal life without knowing the possible consequences. Living forever isn’t the same as being invulnerable, and I knew that I could be mangled, burned, dismembered, or worse, and stay that way for a very, very long time.

It’s all about risk assessment. How many people do you know who’ve actually received horrific burns or lost a limb? If you go into a nursing home, you’ll see a lot of people in poor health, but most of them still have their arms and legs. Even if their eyes don’t work very well, they’re still safely in the sockets. The vast majority of the human race lives out their lifespan without any substantial mangling.

I certainly wasn’t planning to become some sort of superhero, righting wrongs and constantly putting myself in harm’s way. Thus, I figured that yes, the “eternal hell on Earth” possibility definitely existed, but my body would continue to heal like a normal forty-year-old, so as long as I was extremely careful, the risk would be worth it.

Besides, who knew what kind of technological advancements there’d be even ten short years in the future? I could lose a limb and become an awesome-looking cyborg with superhuman strength! 

Honestly, the much more challenging part of the decision involved the spell itself. This wasn’t some sort of goofy vampire thing where you got bit and turned into one of the undead. This was black magic.

This required a sacrifice.

Yes, a virgin sacrifice. Three of them.

I know that it’s a joke: “Haw, haw, good luck finding even one virgin, much less three, in the twenty-first century!” But it really is a legitimate source of concern. Because that particular piece of black magic, performed on a non-virgin, won’t just fizzle. It will backfire in a big bad way. The practitioner described the fallout to me in minute, grisly detail, making it very clear that when she asked me to bring her three virgins, she damn well meant three virgins.

There was absolutely no room for error.

This meant collecting victims who were young.

Real young.

I don’t for one second expect you to sympathize with me. If you think I’m a reprehensible, despicable monster, I’m not going to try to convince you otherwise. 

I will, in my own defense, address the question of, “Did you really think that it was okay to kill three people so that you can live longer?” And I say, with total honestly, yes. Yes, I did believe that me having eternal life was worth the loss to others. How many thousands, millions of people could I benefit with my gift? I could change the world!

I’m not saying that I didn’t feel horrible. I’m just saying that the trade-off was worth it.

And, yes, when the moment arrived, I did say, “I can’t do this,” dropped the knife, and ran out of the room to vomit. Then I sat on the floor and sobbed for a few minutes.

But I came back.

When it was done, I felt... well, like I wanted to die. Kind of ironic, huh? But I’d been warned that I’d feel that way. Your brain doesn’t just bounce back from doing something so unspeakable. It didn’t matter; I had a long time to recover.

Or, I would have, if I hadn’t been caught.

I wasn’t stupid about it. In addition to the hefty fee I’d paid the practitioner, I had enough money to go into hiding for a decade, if necessary. I had a plane ticket to Ireland, and a bus ticket that would take me to a quaint little village. I could catch up on my reading, learn some foreign languages, and pursue the extreme intellectual growth that would make me such a valuable member of society.

But I didn’t make it to the airport.

Didn’t even make it out of the building. At least, not while I was conscious. 

I don’t know where I screwed up. Hell, I don’t even know which one of the three was their daughter. They weren’t like James Bond villains who gave lengthy explanations while I tried to figure out a way to escape from their basement. They simply asked, “Where is Marie?” and used matches to encourage my willingness to respond to their question.

They didn’t like the answer.

I tried to avoid giving the full reason for the death of their daughter, but I didn’t hold out very long. Before I blurted out my motive, I insisted that their tactics made them as bad as me. Of course, I didn’t believe that crap, and neither did they.

I told them the whole story about how it was part of a black magic ritual, and how I now had eternal life. I didn’t expect them to say, “Oh, well, in that case, our sacrifice is justified!” and they didn’t seem to feel that way. They simply thought that I was criminally insane.

And then they told me that they were going to call the police, and that if I was going to live forever, I could do it in a prison cell. This horrified me on a level that I can barely even describe... though, of course, they were bluffing. They had no intention of involving the authorities.

They decided to let me prove that I was telling the truth.

As I’ve said, immortality is not the same as invulnerability. Everything that happens to your body hurts just as much as it normally would. Your fingernails are every bit as sensitive as those of a non-immortal.

She babysat me while he went out shopping.

I think he maxed out their credit card at the hardware store.

Again, I’m the villain here. I know that. I’m not trying to suggest otherwise. That said, their inventiveness, patience, and willingness to immerse themselves in the grotesque was clear evidence of deviant minds.

If they’d gone berserk and started stabbing me in the chest, I’d say that yes, they were grieving parents who were trying to disprove my story. But people who methodically saw off somebody’s fingers, one at a time, cackling with laughter (crazed laughter, yes, but laughter nevertheless) had those impulses inside them long before they actually did anything about it.

Toes followed fingers.

One of the things that kept running through my mind was I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die! I had no way of knowing that the black magic had worked. The whole “triple virgin murder” element made it doubtful that the practitioner was a flat-out con man, but that didn’t mean his spell had actually worked.

I bled and bled.

Another thing about immortality: just because you don’t die from blood loss doesn’t mean you stay conscious. I finally passed out. 

When I woke up, I was still in their basement. There was a lot more blood on the floor. Probably not all of my blood, but most of it. You probably don’t devote a lot of thought to how much pain can be experienced when your organs are failing due to lack of blood, but I assure you that it is significant. 
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