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This book is dedicated to the man who has always been my mentor, Stephen King, and specially to the late Bernie Wrightson. Although the latter has recently left us, his work will live forever for us to enjoy it. This one is for you, Bernie.
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Stephen King was always there with me. He has been the source of all my influences. I specially draw inspiration from his first books and, more specifically, from the short story collection titled 'Night Shift'. I remember I spent months reading each story over and over again. It was also a very productive time for other master of horror, an illustrator this time: Bernie Wrightson's drawings took my breath away. He illustrated all the stories that delighted my "twisted" mind, enchanted by a fascination for Stephen King and Bernie Wrightson. The latter adapted stories by Edgar Allan Poe and H. P. Lovecraft, besides creating Uncle Creepy and a bunch of other monsters drawn in his particular mix of Gothic style and Frankenstein-like designs. Surrounded by the stories by Stephen King — also influenced by Poe and Lovecraft during his boyhood — and the drawings by Bernie Wrightson, I created in my mind a new universe that has now materialized in words. Short stories that entertained me in front of my bright, red Olivetti typewriter. A great deal of them were written while I was still very young, while others I have just recently finished, always driven by the same purpose.

I created a character with no name — I was unable to decide for a name — and, finally, I called him “The Warden of the Castle”. Then I imagined this man holding a lantern with a lighted candle inside it. He would lead you through the numerous darkened hallways of the castle until reaching a hall where everyone would be waiting for you. Resting their heads on their bony arms on a huge table next to a fireplace. The smoke from two torches at both sides of it drawing strange figures that would float up to the ceiling.

They, the ones who are no longer among us like Edgar Allan Poe, H. P. Lovecraft, Bram Stoker, Mary Shelley and the editors from the first DC comics among others, waited anxiously for a new story from the warden, who would sit on a red velvet armchair on one side of the table and let his low, husky voice resound through the room. The others looked at him savoring the moment.

That was the introduction for the stories I would write from that moment on and the low voice of “the Warden of the Castle” would break the silence of the night and tell them from the hall, howling over the sound of the flames in the fireplace. Ready to continue reading?

Go on, then. Welcome to the Castle.

Claudio Hernández. April, 2017
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The warden of the Castle dropped the lantern on the floor, which sounded of broken glass. The little flame went out in a puff of smoke imbuing the air with a faint burning smell. Before this, a shadow that looked like the claw of a giant monster vanished the instant it tried to catch the warden.

They were waiting there, seated around him in comfortable, velvet-lined chairs, heated by the fireplace that covered the whole hall. Those uneasy eyes were waiting for something in the dark as the warden sat on his armchair. He dragged it closer to the table and the legs screeched like rusted hinges. The warden’s face twisted into an unsettling smile.

“Hello everyone,” said the warden loudly in a low, husk growl. “Tonight, I have prepared a special assortment of terrifying stories for you”. His fat fingers pointed to the ceiling, but nobody looked up as he continued. “The first one is called The Sheet. One may think it is a harmless piece of cloth, yet it becomes specially relevant when let on its own, or better still, when you are on your own. It is then that it swallows you like a drain.” 

1

Jack Chamberlain was tired. The trip had been exhausting, but it had met his expectations. Under the pyramids, he found some good loot, but no, no golden sarcophagus. He did find several pieces from that era, one of them even in a pretty good condition. Besides paintings, statues and whatnot, there was a sheet. It was flawless, new and soft to the touch. He felt that was weird enough and decided to carbon date the sheet and use it as any old Pharaoh would have done: to nap on it.

“Oh, what a soft sheet,” whispered as he caressed its soft, off-white surface. “I wonder what fabric it is made of.”

As he turned on his side to lean his cheek on the sheet, he thought that maybe what he was doing was madness. Resting on a thousand-year-old sheet. He would accidentally shred it, wear it and soil it without realizing how precious it was. His colleagues — archaeologists — would never forgive him for ruining it. And now they would probably be wondering where the hell was the sheet.

But Jack Chamberlain didn’t give a damn and he rolled in the sheet for a while, feeling a warmth and softness that he had never felt, until a sharp prick in his right ear raised all the alarms in his body.

Did he prick with a needle?

It was a sharp pain that had penetrated his eardrum and reached his very brain as he felt more pricks in his right pain, his side and his leg. He gave a piercing scream and howled like a wolf on his night hunt. He opened wide the eyes and say that the sheet had enveloped his skin as a single structure. The pain was increasing and he just could scream and stick his tongue out for almost a foot.

Now the sheet burned and was entering inside him, or even worse: swallowing him whole and absorbing him slowly. His screams were increasing and he tried to get up from the bed, but the sheet drew him towards it and the bones of his arm cracked like dry twigs. Blood gushed out of the wound from which his humerus had broken through the skin and got in the sheet, which drank the blood as Jack watched until it went back to its original color. His ulna and radius also cracked. He felt an explosion of sharp pain that almost made him pass out and drained his strength to struggle. That sheet was fighting with him and swallowing him like the mouth of a gigantic toad. The last screams were heard and the last stream of fresh blood gushed from the wound before disappearing under the surface of the sheet. The last crack of bones under the sweltering heat was heard. A couple minutes later, the ominous and extended silence was broken by something similar by a burp. On the mattress, there was a sheet, smooth, flawless and as soft as it had always been. It was an off-white and smelt of mold.

2

On a down-on-its-luck motel in Boad Hill called The House of the Coming, in the outskirts of Maine, the chubby receptionist stumbled on her feet towards the desk after hearing the bell. It was a short woman with big breasts that hung up to her belly. She was wearing an extremely short skirt and a green shirt. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her huge knees, like basketballs, were showing under the black mini-skirt.

“How may I help you?” she asked with a tired voice that showed she hated that shitty job.

“What do you think?” asked the young man with blond hair and gray eyes.

“You came here to fuck?”

The young man’s eyes opened even wider.

“Careful! You are going to scare my girl with that kind of vocabulary,” he said while he held the arm of a black, skinny, tall woman. Her eyes were brown and her hair was as dark as the night outside.

“That’s what everyone comes here to do, right?” The woman behind the desk, who had propped her breasts up the desk and pressed her lips together.

“Hey now, little miss-”

“Missus,” interrupted the receptionist while she played around with a pen between her fat fingers.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!”, he said pretending to be appalled. 

“Let’s get down to business, there is a show I like on TV,” said the woman raising her eyebrows. “Do you want a room?”

There was a short, but ominous moment in which they looked at each other.

“Yes, of course I want a fucking room,” answered the man stroking his hair.

“Well, let’s start with your name.”

“William,” he gave a fake name indifferently.

The black woman turned around and smiled.

“ID number?”

“Now that I’m trying to think about it, I can’t remember it by heart and I have forgotten my ID at home. You won’t just leave me on the streets, right?

“Sign here,” the receptionist produced a notepad full of handwritten text.

The young man smiled and took the pen that the woman was extending him. He scribbled something and heard the jingling of keys in a huge keychain. It looked like the trunk from a tree with two rusted keys. The man took them and looked at them as if there was something special about them.

“Number 217,” said the woman with a husky voice. “Ah! Be careful not to soil the sheet. It is new.”

She went the way he came.

“Wow!” was all the young man could say as the girl by his side laughed unrestrained.

3

The key did not turn on the lock, but it gave away under the strength of the man who called himself William with a screech. The girl lifted her hands to cover her ears, because the sound sent a shiver down her spine.

The door opened with a second screech of the hinges and led to a dark room as William searched for the light switch with his hand. With a loud click, the light of a 40-watt lightbulb illuminated the room, which was a straight mess. It was untidy and it stank, but William wanted things to go fast and a night was a night.

“That’s gross,” said Ayanna, which was the name of the girl.

“It really is,” agreed William getting first into the room. The warped, swollen floorboards cracked under his feet.

The bedside lamp was on its side; the carpet was wrinkled and it rested on one side. There was a flipped chair, the wooden walls were bloated and the bathroom didn’t have a door to speak of, but the bed was covered by a flawless sheet, as if it had just been ironed. The mattress it rested on looked like it probably was soiled by urine.

“Have you noticed the sheet is the only thing decent in all the room? It looks unreal in comparison with the rest,” said the young man.

“It looks like it’s been ironed, but its color is faded.”

William rested his hand on the sheet. “It is soft, though. Touch it, Ayanna.”

She got closer and caressed the soft sheet. “It really is.”

“It’s probably the only thing that is brand new around here,” he said going around the bed, which was missing a leg, without lifting his hand from the sheet.

Ayanna nodded, still at the open door. 

Suddenly, William felt a tingling sensation on his finger tips and a strange feeling as if a fish was kissing his fingers. Something pulled him forcefully and William drew the hand away quickly.

“Ah!”

“What happened?”

“Nothing,” he looked at his hands and they were turning red. Something weird has happened, he thought. As soon as he had come back to reality, he didn’t want to think about it. It was so... unreal!

4

After closing the door, Ayanna left the swollen moon shine on the dark sky. The soft moonlight got through the window. William closed it and the room was only lit by the yellow lightbulb.

Ayanna arrived at the bathroom with long strides to have a shower first. As she expected, the light did not turn on.

“Hey!” she shouted coarsely. “Power doesn’t work on the bathroom.”

William smiled. “Thankfully I don’t feel like taking a shit. I would hate shitting in the dark.”

The girl went back to where William was, the only chair in the room. No fucking couch, he thought as he spread his legs and showed his crotch. Ayanna sat on one of his legs and caressed his lips with a finger.

“Before fucking I need to take a shower,” said Ayanna moving only lightly her swollen, red lips. “So, I’ll get outta this fucking room, and I’m gonna ask that fat receptionist for a shower. Later I’ll be back, so wait for me, okay?”

William shook his head and he started having an erection. When she got up, Ayanna saw the bulk in his jeans and winked at him. She turned around and went towards the door moving her hips from side to side.

The door screeched when it opened and it closed with a loud thump. A cloud of dust lifted from the ground lie the smoke of a cigarette, and William sprawled in the chair.

5

“Hey, lady, the power of the bathroom in the room we got doesn’t work and I need to take a shower,” explained Ayanna wagging her finger in the air.

The lady did not say anything. She just turned around and looked in a small cabinet with all the keys for the free rooms. She chose a random key and gave it to Ayanna with a stupid smile on her face.

“Here you go, suite 223,” said the woman behind the desk. A bright key hung from a keychain that looked like a log. “This one even has how water,” she added widening her smile.

Ayanna took it with a snort and the keys clinked as they changed hands. The receptionist entered a room at her left, where she always was, and said something that was muffled by the television.

6

William thought that it was taking too long for Ayanna to return, so he decided to take a look at the corridor outside to see in what mess she had got. He looked at both sides. The corridor was lit by the moonlight, but she wasn’t there. He called her a couple times, but she didn’t answer so he came back in and slammed the door shut. The cracked hinges squeaked.

“Fucking girl, she just had to shower before,” he said aloud. “That’s something you do after.” He had lost the erection and his dick rested limply on his yellow underwear.

He returned to the chair and sit. He waited for some time, and then, saw once more the sheet, still laying flawless on the bed. The ivory color of the sheet stood out to him, and thought that it must have been as old as the rest of items in the room. However, he recalled the pleasant feeling he had felt when he had touched it and how it had dragged him.

He got up and walked towards the bed frowning. He looked at it from all possible angles. It was perfect when seen in comparison to the rest of the room. Who the hell would leave a lamp fallen on its side on the nightstand, but still take the time to place the sheet perfectly on the bed?

He extended his arm and touched its surface with his fingers. It was soft to the touch: silky and pleasant. He could almost feel its warmth. He rested his open hand on the sheet and was surprised to see the print of his hand, which disappeared just moments after. Is it that ‘viscolatex’ thing? Or does it have a layer of viscoelastic material or some shit? He couldn’t find out, but realized he didn’t give a fuck either, not about anything that wasn’t getting busy with Ayanna, so he gave up.

He thought the best move would be to start getting undressed before she was back. She would find him there, laying on the bed, dick out and all. He started taking off his tight, white shirt and the lightbulb lit the tattoo he had on his back. It was a tiger or some shit like that. Lower, he had a drawing of a curvy chick. The pants and underwear followed suit before he laid down on the bed, completely naked.

He fell on the sheet and his weight rested on broken springs and the soft touch of the sheet on his skin. “It is so soft...”

He caressed it with both hands, feeling it with the palms of his hands and the pain of the uncomfortable springs was balanced by the pleasantness of the sheet. He spent around two minutes like this before feeling something strange.

It was like a great drain suctioning him. He felt as if his skin was getting stuck to the sheet, which was getting warmer, and it stuck to his skin.

William woke up from the dream of a wild night and his mouth twisted in a sharp scream. He felt his whole body connected to the sheet as if he was being vacuum-packed or a powerful magnet attracted his body to the sheet. He tried to move his head, but couldn’t. The sheet was holding him and sucking him inwards. The pain started to be unbearable and he felt as his skin would fuse with the soft touch of the sheet, which was like a burnt plastic.

He wanted to move his feet, but couldn’t. The skin was attached to the sheet and he saw on the corner of his eyes the sheet become bloodied. It was his own blood! The cheeks of his ass melted and sank into a hole in the sheet and he felt as his hot blood bathed the center of the mattress. Then, the sheet started moving and bending from one of the corners. It covered his whole body and twisted face, shouting as it disappeared under the sheet. He tried to kick and move his arms, but the sheet had already trapped him. A puddle of blood stained the sheet and it slithered as the throat of a snake, sucking him, fusing over his skin and flesh until it became flat once again. The blood stain started shrinking, as if it were being soaked up. The bones cracked and the screams stopped. A moment later, there was a sound of something like a burp or a chainsaw and the sheet rested on the mattress as if nothing had happened.

The lightbulb had been the only silent witness of what had happened.

7

Ayanna hit her head twice on the door, but she finally noticed that it was ajar. Apparently, when the door had been slammed the lock plate had broken. She pushed the door open and looked inside.

“William, are you there?” her voice sounded hollow, empty and without reverberation. Her heart suddenly shrunk when she saw no one was there. The room was still untidy, except for the soft sheet. “William? Are you in the bathroom?”

There was no response.

Her hand rested on the sheet and she felt on her fingers its softness. She sat on the edge of the bed and straightened up the lamp. She laid on the bed looking at the lightbulb that hung from the ceiling. Her hands caressed the sheet. It is so soft, she thought. Then, she felt something strange on her skin.
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The Undertaker
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They were all there. To be more specific, they still were there, hands on the table and staring at him. They were silent. In the background, the wood burnt with a faint cracking. The warden, spread on his comfortable couch, looked at them disdainfully.

“What? Not scared enough?”. His voice boomed through the room. No one answered, and he frowned. Only the sound of his chubby fingers tapping in the table broke the silence. Suddenly, his eyes shone in the darkness.

“I have another frightening story for you!” He leant forward and started talking. “Once upon a time, there was an undertaker just days away from retirement. He looked emaciated and bony after over forty years burying the good people of Boad Hill. He had never wondered when would be his time or who would bury him. However, he was always saying ‘I’m gon’ die, someday’. One evening, almost at dusk, he was patrolling the cemetery when he saw a figure moving in the shadows. He tripped over something only to discover it was the coffin he had just buried. It was opened and a trail of water went from the coffin in a zig-zag pattern that led to the silhouette of a man. He soon realized it was the dead man and that the other side is not something to be talked about lightly.”

The warden stopped talking and breathed in. He noticed that the beady eyes of the guests seemed to recover their lost light.

1

Jack Jones sat on a grave sweating profusely under the midday August Sun in 1983. It hadn’t been so hot in Boad Hill in the last 30 years and Jack Jones knew that. He dried his forehead with a filthy handkerchief. He lightly opened his mouth and showed the cemetery his bare yellowed set of teeth, which was missing a couple molars. His dense beard, grey as his hair was, covered his chapped lips. A can of warm beer rested on the floor next to him. “Pisswarm,” he thought. After rubbing the handkerchief on his forehead, he took a look at it, just in case he found something interesting. He got up and kept it in the back pocket of his jeans, which were so dirty they looked more black than blue. He constantly rubbed his thigs with his bony fingers.

“God damn this heat! It’s gonna be the end of me!” he told the hundreds of tombstones in the cemetery.

His dog came out of the gatehouse wagging his tail like a broom sweeping the floor. He barked a couple times and went closer to his owner lowering the head. His tongue hung on one side of his mouth. Not even Jack knew what breed was that fleabag. It had been abandoned at dusk in front of the door of the goddamned cemetery. It was raining and the poor thing cried. Now it was three years old. Sometimes Jack Jones gave the dog a swallow of beer, just to see what would happen. Nothing. The dog asked for more, his eyes would grow wider and it wagged its tale effusively.

“Hey, Timbo! It’s hot as hell today,” he patted his head with a bony hand.

He thought about the other half of the world, where the sun would have set behind the mountains and temperatures would be lower. “They sure are,” he thought. They went to his red Ford van. It was a rickety and rusty thing, but at least the wheels had air in them and it could start.

“Let’s go get more beer,” he proposed the dog. The animal kept wagging his tail in the front seat, so maybe he had understood him. A huge black cloud came out of the exhaust pipe of the van and the engine roared as if something were hammering it from the inside. He reversed, turned right and went straight ahead towards the exit of the cemetery.

“One of these days I’m gonna die,” he whispered as he crossed the metal gates. He drove with his hands tightly closed around the sticky wheel. Inside the cockpit, it was even hotter, and he continued grumbling.

2

Jack Jone’s debts couldn’t wait anymore, and Tommy told him that if he wanted more beer and food for the dog, he would have to pay up a couple of hundreds of dollars that he owed. Jack kept on swearing he would pay. He got a good salary, but the goddamned old man was a grade A drinker and all the money went down the sink. They both got into Tommy’s store.

“Jack, I’m sorry, but if you want something, You’re gonna have to pay for it-“

“I know, goddamn it,” said Jack Jones. “I’m gonna pay you, one of these days, anyway. The damned dog eats more and more every day, and with this heat I need a drink. One of these days they will find me dead in the cemetery or inside my van.”

Tommy shook his head as she got into the room. She was the one actually in charge of the house. She was called Lindsay, though she didn’t look like one. She got closer to the counter.

“We have nothing,” she said in a hoarse voice.

After a long silence in which the three of them looked at each other while the dog panted, Jack finally talked.

“I will pay you, goddamn it. Next week.”

“You better do.”

“How much do I owe you, anyway? A hundred bucks, two hundred?” He leant his scrawny body to one side and the other mechanically as he did so many times.

Finally, Jack Jones went out of the store with a bag of dog food and a couple of boxes of beer. The woman had added $20 to his debt and had disappeared just as he had appeared.

As she did so many times.

3

That evening, Jack Jones drank a beer after another while he watched a baseball match: the Red Sox vs. Who-the-Fuck-Cares. He only cared about watching his favorite team. In all Maine. There wasn’t a team with professional players, so he had to go with Boston’s. He spent the rest of the evening drinking, burping and farting.

The night crept on them.

“One of these days I’m gonna die,” whispered Jack Jones.

4

At midnight, he woke up and went to the bathroom. Once he was there he took off his filthy underwear and pissed loudly for a long time. The dog was next to him, showing his pink tongue. After finishing, he pulled his underwear back up and went back to bed, followed by the damned dog.

And before falling asleep, he thought about them again.

5

They must’ve been thirteen or fourteen when the whole thing with the leeches happened. Jack Jones had come up with the idea of skinny dipping in one of the pond near the town. They spent time splashing each other, screaming and laughing. With Jack Jones, the tallest, that day were Nico, the funny one, Robbins, the blondie, and Norton, the fatty. Although he had met some fat people with a self-love higher than the Rocky Mountains, Norton was not one of them. He did love eating anything that crossed his path: burgers, French fries, and, specially, ice cream. Lots and lots of ice cream — chocolate, vanilla, mint, strawberry, it didn’t matter. Now, when it came to walking in front of girls, he had a hard time. However, he didn’t mind being completely naked in front of his friends.
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