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True love never dies.  
 In this second issue of The Quiet Ones, you'll find diverse 
pieces that explore everything from a twin brother’s grief to a young 
woman's desperation for eternal life to a ghost’s adoration for the 
items in her room. Where does love happen? We hope you feel as 
transported as we did in search of the answer: to a dingy bar in the 
afterlife, to an aviary, in witnessing the transformation of a protective 
tattoo, to the black water moors, in the reflection of a wardrobe mirror, 
in encounters with the uncanny, and remembering what is lost.  

Right now, the world feels precarious and bleak in so many 
ways. Stories like these are more important than ever – they offer an 
escape and they create a cathartic space for us to heal.  

As we celebrate the release of this latest edition, we want to 
thank everyone who made it possible. Our readers. Our contributors. 
Our followers on social media. Together, we will continue to build this 
community of horror and dystopian fans into an inclusive, welcoming 
place where everyone feels seen and loved for exactly who they are. 

 
With gratitude,   

Emily Young 
Co-Executive Editor 

b   l   o   o   d   l   e   t   t   e   r   s
f   r   o   m       t   h   e       e   d   i   t   o   r
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I’d strip the mirror from the medicine cabinet if I could do it 

without landing back on a counselor’s couch. So I follow my routine. I 

cover the mirror with my towel, pick up my toothbrush, and turn toward 

the shower and the octopus pictured on its curtain.  

I start counting the suckers along the arms of the octopuses. I 

rerun our argument over the plural of octopus. I favored octopuses but 

Eli preferred octopi, considered the Latin cooler, made a rap of it. I 

insisted octopi sounded too nerdy, even for us. Truth: I couldn’t admit 

liking the way saying octopuses felt on my lips. The whole thing turned 

into a family jam because the parental units like to engage. So, Mom 

would pronounce octopode in a highfalutin voice, and then Dad would 

chime in saying, "tasty critters, let’s eat some."  

Dad measured and marked our height in here. He’d mutter, 

"who’s taller?" as if one twin would be. No trace now. The plumbers 

tore out the molding to place pipes for the new shower where Eli's 

bathtub used to be.  

Knocking in the pipes stirs me back to the now and heavy 

breathing outside the bathroom. I lose count of those suckers. 

"Zeke, look alive in there," Dad commands.  

m  u  l  t  i  p  l  y     b  y     o  n  e  
a i l e e n   j o h n s o n
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Such a poor choice of words.  

I answer by flushing the toilet. The gurgling swirl of the toilet 

bowl competes with Dad’s long sigh on the other side of the door. He 

shuffles off without another word. 

Figures.  

On my way downstairs, the music playing in the kitchen drifts 

into my consciousness – an instantly recognizable jam full of mocking 

lyrics I don’t need. 

I WOULD DIE 4 U. 

DARLING, IF YOU WANT ME 2.  

I freeze for a few seconds, then trudge the rest of the stairs, swallowing 

hard with my gut in my throat. I snatch Eli’s Patagonia backpack from 

the sideboard. A few months back I discovered it buried in the garage 

with some of his other stuff and brought it back to life. 

  

Outside, the rain falls in bigger drops. From the corner of my 

eye, I spy a shirt draped over the chainlink fence. I jog over and when I 

reach out Mom yells from the house, "Zeke!" 

What? She’s afraid of me touching the chainlink fence? There 

hasn't even been any thunder, and I don’t think you can have lightning 

without thunder. The rain is steady but light and I untangle the thing  

from the fence to get a better look. It's a long-sleeve Black Lives Matter 

tee. Who would drop this by accident? It’s in decent condition too. I tie  
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the tee around my neck and lean against the fence.  

"Zeke! Stay away from there!" Mom screeches. Like a little rain 

will kill me. But, now a crack of thunder echoes overhead. Lightning 

flashes too.  

My eyes magnet up to the second floor to the bathroom 

window. I throw up my hands. Then, for Mom, I do one of Eli’s classic 

moves. I draw an X across my chest, which stands for "cross my heart."  

I jump on my bike and speed off before they can run out after 

me, shouting "HELMET! HELMET!" I don’t need one with the Black 

Lives Matter tee protecting me like T’Challa’s armor.  

 Caesar Chavez Achievement Academy is already in frenzy 

mode. Everybody is jazzed for the last day of classes. The hallway is a 

scrum of exuberant bodies. Lockers are slamming; some girls are 

harmonizing the school’s fight song acapella, and my best friend Nick 

holds court surrounded by a crowd. He peels off as I approach my 

locker. I bat away a balloon careening towards my face just in time for 

Nick to take its place. 

"Nice save, Zeke. Hey, we got a new projector TV last night. 

Bling TV. You are gonna love this screen, Zeke. You’re gonna want to 

move in with us." He gives me a look and swipes at the shirt around my  

neck. "Hey, what you got?" 

Nick grins approval when I unfurl it.  
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"I’m marching this summer," he tells me. "I’m serious. I'll get my 

own BLM tee to match you. We can be twins."  

I'm nodding yes, but my gut lurches when he says twins and I 

guess a shadow passes my eyes because he rushes out an apology.  

"No big deal," I say, blinking hard. I stow the shirt in my 

backpack and tell him about finding it on the fence.   

Mr. Hernandez spends the whole period asking about 

everybody's summer plans, and I see him eyeing me on the sly all class. 

He beckons me when the bell rings for lunch. 

"So, Zeke," he says, cheerful, booming, louder than necessary. 

He’s been extra nice to me ever since the catastrophe, but not too nice 

in front of the rest of the kids.  

"No big plans for summer? You didn’t speak up."  

I just shrug. Granddad has some ideas for the family, but my 

mind keeps keeps self-preservation at the front. Stay outta the house as 

much as possible and away from reflections of my own brown face? 

Can't say that because then Mr. H would be alarmed. Tell him I’d 

probably re-read Our Mathematical Universe: My Quest for the Ultimate 

Nature of Reality? Nah, because then I’d sound like a suck up, even if 

he is one of my favorite teachers, and he gets my obsession with the 

multiverse.  

Nick waves at me from the door of the classroom. 
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"You coming?" he mouths. I nod and motion with a fist bump. 

He runs off.  

Mr. Hernandez squints. "I’m not trying to pry . . ."   

"My granddad wants us to follow the Underground Railroad 

from here in Maryland to upstate New York." Ah, the truth. Well, sort of. 

I don’t mention that the journey originally included Eli too. 

 "I get it. Follow the footsteps of the legendary Harriet 

Tubman." 

"Granddad's been telling me about another underground 

conductor named Louis Napoleon who helped fugitive enslaved 

people escape from New York City." 

"You mean to New York City." 

"No. From. Gotta know more than just the legends, Mr. H. 

Sounds like your summer plans could use some library time."  

“I'm sure they do. I’m sure they do,” Mr. Hernandez repeats. “So 

anyway, Zeke . . .” He goes back over to his desk real quick, comes back 

and holds out his hand. He beams. He holds a figurine. I whistle low 

and long in appreciation.  

“Sensational,” I whisper.  

“Uh huh, the coelacanth, considered the oldest fish known to 

science,” Mr. Hernandez says.  

 He lets me hold it for myself. It's heavier than it looks.  

 “Wow,” I say. “They thought it became extinct during the 
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Cretaceous period until one surfaced in 1938 or somewhere around 

there.” 

“What, acting like you don’t know the year for certain, when we 

both know you do?"  

“Okay fine. 1938. And two types were discovered. And one 

more recently.”  

“Keep it." Mr. Hernandez smiles. "He’s yours now.” 

“Really? Are you sure?” 

“Truth is, this was Eli’s. I found it in a box in the science lab a 

little back. Been waiting for the right time to give it to you.”   

I eye it warily and my heart beats faster. I close my eyes and 

trace its flippers and the lanky fin directly in front of the tail with my left 

hand, and when I do, I hear a familiar voice, like my voice but not my 

voice, and I squeeze the figure tight as the voice grows louder inside 

my head.    

◊ ◊ ◊ 

It’s Eli’s voice. I’m back there. That night. He talks to me from 

the bathtub while he reads his Marvel: Absolutely Everything You Need 

to Know book about the Marvel Universe. He goes on and on about 

Black Panther and Chadwick Boseman and how losing him after Kobe 

hurt too much. He asks for the hundredth time about what I think the 

“Marvel Industrial Cinematic Complex” would do with Chadwick 

tragically gone. "Tragically gone."  
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He keeps repeating the phrase, and I answer, for the hundredth 

time,“ Eli, there are infinite possibilities, like a multiverse of 

possibilities.”  

Eli says, "yeah, but what exactly do you think they are going to 

do?" and then I cover my head with my blankets to keep reading Our 

Mathematical Universe: My Quest for the Ultimate Nature of Reality. It’s 

dark in our bedroom and dusk outside, and Eli says, “hey, Zeke, so what 

movie did Han Solo get his ass frozen in?”  

I ignore him because he knows. He's just messing with me and 

I burrow deeper into my bed with my flashlight. Eli keeps complaining 

about it being too dark to keep reading and he yells for me to get out 

of bed and come turn on the bathroom light.  

Give me a minute, I think.  

Or did I say it? 

Eli repeats, “It’s too dark, it’s too dark.” 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

"Zeke, you okay?" Mr. Hernandez's voice breaks me out of my 

spell. “You look woozy. You better go grab lunch.”  

 “Thanks,” I mumble. I don’t know what the fuck just happened. 

I shove the coelacanth in my backpack. Outside the classroom I lean on 

a wall. 

I whisper, “Eli?” There’s only silence.  

 The cafeteria is a free-for-all; kids tossing backpacks, stray  
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shoes, and sweaters from the lost-and-found bins like basketballs. 

Nick’s blaze of red hair is easy to spot among the sea of black and 

brown heads. Of course he's at a table on the far side of the room, 

same as always. Jamal's there too. No doubt they're saving my seat. 

Jamal was the new kid who arrived this year around Halloween. Eli was 

the first to realize he had game, and just like that, he was in.  

I take a long look around. The bulletin boards plead reminders 

about returning library books and emptying out lockers. Some of the 

blue jumbo recycling bins are overflowing. Above them a sign shows a 

blue ocean with lettering in green print: WE NEVER KNOW THE 

WORTH OF WATER UNTIL THE WELL RUNS DRY. 

Nick calls me over. Guess I've been standing still too long. He 

and Jamal are cracking up when I get over there. 

"Zeke, you gotta hear this one," he says. "Go on, J. Tell 'em." 

Jamal's keeping his head low. He doesn't want the lunch 

monitor coming over and scolding him for being too loud. "Hey, have 

you heard about Shana's sneakers?" I think that's what he asks me 

anyway. He can barely get the words out without laughing. He and Nick 

both belt out the punchline: 

"Sneaker in the back door!" 

The lunch monitor snaps us a glare. 

"Come on, Zeke," Nick says with some disappointment. "That's 

gold. You get it, right?" 
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"Yeah, yeah. Sneak her in the backdoor. I get it." Then I tell 

them something better. I just go for it. “Hey, speaking of sneaking, I got 

my hands on an old Playboy from the attic.” They're not laughing now. 

They're leaning in. It's serious business. “Want to come over and check 

it out? I found . . . it must be my dad’s. You want to see it?”  

“Yeah, I want to see it,” Jamal says. “Who’s on the cover, she 

hot?” 

“Naomi Campbell, J. Sexy AF and Black and a famous 

supermodel. Pages are mint condition too." I nudge Nick in the ribs. 

"You wanna see it too, right?" 

"Yeah," Nick says. "But uh, uh . . ." The ringing bell signaling the 

end of lunch saves him. "Yeah, let’s hang," he says rushing off.  

Jamal leans over to me and whispers. "But what about, you 

know . . . I mean, your house . . . I mean Eli . . .?" 

"What are you saying?" I think I know, but I'm not sure what he 

means.  

"Nothing. Later, man." He grabs his stuff from the floor. "I just 

gotta bounce now is all. Let's hang later though."  

"Wait!" I grab Jamal to stop him. A few kids walking nearby 

slow down and linger, lured by the possibility something snaky might 

go down. Nothing does. Just a brief moment of silence and I let him 

go. How many times had a “let’s hang” left me hanging? How many 

times had a vague reference to Eli implied something never said out  
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loud? 

I strap on Eli's Patagonia. I unlock my bike. I dig out the small  

figurine from my pack. My right hand grips the coelacanth.  

It happens again.  

◊ ◊ ◊ 

Eli’s voice rises above playground basketballs clanging against 

rims. I’m back there. It’s dark. He’s in the bathtub. I'm propped up on 

bent elbows. My left hand holds open my book, my right grips the 

flashlight. I'm snug, safe under the blankets, and Eli says he needs 

more light in the bathroom. I don't move, so then Eli is cursing and says 

never mind, calling me a meatbag, saying he’d dry off and turn the 

light on himself, and then he curses again when his book falls in the 

water, and I'm laughing at him cursing, but I'm still not moving an inch 

to turn on the light for him.   

◊ ◊ ◊ 

Basketballs clang against the fence. I open my eyes. Eli’s voice 

is gone. I am outside again, in the June sunshine. I pull the BLM shirt 

from my bag and wrap the coelacanth to keep it safe.  

I end the day the way I started it. Between the sink and the 

octopus. I wash my hands and I don’t dry off. I reach for the new and 

improved high-tech grounded light switch. Just a test, I tell myself. 

No pyrotechnics. Though there were none that night either.  
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I drift back to that night . . .  

That night when all of the lights on our block succumbed to a  

void of stars in a sky of pitiless darkness.  

That night when the entire block went out.  

When the TV show my parents were watching . . .  

When I should have moved my Black ass . . .  

When Eli’s wet hand reached out for the old and uninsulated 

switch for the bathroom light . . . 

I remember the sound, the way the wall hummed and 

sputtered. It was quick. It was quiet.  

I turn the light switch on and off a few times without 

understanding why. I retrieve my backpack. I take out the Black Lives 

tee. I unwrap the coelacanth. I hold it. I take a deep breath. I close the 

open medicine cabinet. I catch my breath and gaze into the first mirror 

I have deliberately looked into since that night. 

I stare into his eyes, my eyes, his nose, and my nose, brown skin 

with faint freckles on each cheek, and bushy eyebrows, lumberjack 

eyebrows. 

Eli smiles at me. I shake my head no, no, but in my mirror Eli 

smiles at me, and when I open my mouth to ask how, Eli holds a finger 

to his lips. I stagger. 

I rush to my bed, breathing fast, still holding the coelacanth. 

You’re losing your mind, Zeke. Maybe I am. Maybe I'm not. I take slow 
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steps back to the bathroom, and face the mirror again. I have to know. 

Rain pelts the window.  

"Took you long enough, Bruh," Eli drawls. "Where you been? I 

miss you."  

"I miss you too, Eli," I say. "But, how . . ." Behind him, others 

fade into view. I look behind me but there's no one. There's nothing 

behind me except the octopus. They're only in the mirror, with him . . . 

with Eli . . . it can’t be . . . T’Challa — well, Chadwick Boseman — and 

Kobe too, and Prince. Prince and Tupac. I have to be imagining all of it. 

Right? I'm just imagining that he’s with his idols, I reason to myself. But, 

wait. There's Grandma too. Maybe I'm just imagining what I think would 

make him happy. But, no. I can't explain how I know, but I know: This 

isn't imagination. This is real. We stare at one another in a long silence. I 

finally just have to ask him: "Do you forgive me?"  

"For what?" He asks like he doesn't know. 

"I should have . . . I ruined everything, Eli."  

"This wasn’t your fault, Zeke." 

I grip the coelacanth. It’s slick, slippery now. 

"I imagined something totally different, ya know," Eli says. 

"Police at a march, maybe, but not the bathtub.” He sucks his teeth.  

"I should've gotten out of . . ."  

"Shirt looks good on you," he says. His voice is so relaxed.  

"Black lives matter. Don't let anybody forget that."  
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"You should be here, man. You should still be here. If I just –" 

"Stop that, bruh. I am there. And you’re here. We are together.  

Just on another plane of time."    

"I love you Eli. I love you." I draw an X across my chest and 

cradle the coelacanth. Eli mirrors me. 

"Stealing my moves now?" He smiles.  

"I wanna ask you something," I tell him.  

I lift the coelacanth up to the mirror, stepping back to make 

sure it's fully in the reflection, and my foot catches on a crack in the tile 

floor.  

I fall. Backward. Weightless.  

The coelacanth soars from my hands and through the 

bathroom door like it has wings. I turn over on hands and knees. My 

head throbs. Everything is a blur. Everything except Eli's voice calling 

out to me. I should search for the coelacanth before I lose him but I 

don’t. Give me a minute, I think. Don't go. Just give me a minute. 

Over my head, the shower curtain rustles. All its octopus legs 

dance and reach at their extremities. 

 "Octopi forever, Eli. Octopi forever." 
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When it appeared on that first evening I was having dinner on 

the back porch.  

Now there is only me, I enjoy a nice piece of ribeye steak 

couple times a week. Hazel didn’t much care for meat. She weren’t no 

animal rights fanatic or anything, she just wasn’t so keen on the taste 

and texture. Sometimes I’d slice chicken breast up real fine – so fine it 

was almost see through – and fry it off with a few vegetables and wild 

garlic. She didn’t mind that. She would, though, on special occasions, 

cook me up a nice piece of steak and serve it with a beautiful 

mushroom sauce. She often went into the forest out behind our house 

picking mushrooms, and also foraging for berries that she’d make into 

a pie. Living out here, away from town, on our own, letting the years fall 

off us in retirement, felt like a daily slice of heaven.  

But she’s gone now. 

It was damn hard at first, but three years have come and gone 

now, and it don’t hurt like it did. I suppose time's a healer, but it might 

just be my memory ain’t what it was; things aren’t as painful when you 

can’t bring them to mind. 

I sit on my back porch every night, watching the sun dip behind  

j  a  c  k  
j o e   h a w a r d
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the dense canopy of trees that stretch out for ten acres or so. We 

painted the house a soft green one year, encouraging it to blend in 

with our surroundings. It’s all flaking off and faded now. Weather and 

years will fade and crack most things. The floorboards creak under my 

rocking chair, a familiar noise out here in the silence. Some nights, 

when the sky is clear, and you can see more stars than you ever dreamt 

possible, a silence so profound that the air hums in your ears. That’s 

why I wasn’t shocked when it emerged from the forest. I’d heard it 

coming.  

I suppose if I’d been a young man I might’ve been scared when 

I saw it, whatever it was. Now I’m old and alone, there ain’t anything left 

to fear. Death is an inevitability you learn to accept at my age, the 

natural outworkings of a world that crumbles a little more with every 

spin on its axis. I suspect I’ll die in this chair one day, rocking myself off 

into an eternal sleep. My mama used to get me off to sleep in the same 

way, singing to me whilst we swayed backwards and forwards. Maybe 

I’ll see her again. 

It came and stood a few feet from the back porch, making a 

weird sound. Reminded me of when old Mr. Hampton would hit us with 

the cane in class, the sound of the whoosh of air just before it struck us. 

I assumed that sound was its breathing.  

Whatever it was, it weren’t no animal. Well, no animal ever seen 

before around here. Its smooth skin – that looked wet and slick – 
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shimmered, like it was charged with electricity. It seemed to change 

too, adapting to its surroundings, bit like a chameleon. The browning 

grass and dusty earth beneath its clawed feet seemed to melt and 

merge up its legs, until its whole body took on the shades and colors of 

the ground. Red eyes stared at me, six in total, set as a perfect pyramid 

in the center of its triangular head. The base of the triangle was where 

its mouth was, lines of teeth and drool, and that strange whooshing 

noise.  

A thick neck gave way to a large body, and three front legs. It 

might sound odd, but those three legs seemed the weirdest thing of 

all. Just something real peculiar about three legs at the front. Two at the 

back looked like they would serve a big cat just fine, but there’s no 

place for an extra leg at the front.  

It stood there, on all fives, looking at me, each eye blinking 

separately and out of sync. Not sure how long we were staring at each 

other for until I cut a piece of my steak off and threw it onto the ground 

in front of it. Don’t know why I did that now, just seemed like the 

obvious thing to do at the time. After a few moments it bent down and 

ate that meat with the kind of enthusiasm that reminded me of our old 

dog. This damn thing was bigger than me though, but looked like an 

excitable puppy whilst it ate.  

I weren’t feeling very hungry after that, so threw the rest of my 

dinner over to it, then leaned back and lit a cigarette. I must’ve nodded 
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off, cause when I looked up night had drawn in, and the creature had 

vanished. I listened carefully, but couldn’t hear its breathing, so took  

myself off to bed. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

Over the next couple of weeks it came back to see me a few 

times, always at dusk. Never came any closer to the house, which I 

didn’t mind so much. It was a strange looking thing and, even though I 

couldn’t say I was frightened of it, there was something about it that 

made me uneasy. Suppose it was the same way Hazel felt around 

spiders. Think she might have had a damned heart attack, though, if 

she’d seen a spider the size of this thing.  

One night I threw it some chicken, but it just sniffed at it and 

left it be. I happened to have one last bit of minced beef in the fridge. 

Thing must’ve spent a good thirty minutes chewing on it. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

It turned up every evening last week. Sometimes I have a bit of 

something to give it, and other times I haven’t. On those evening’s I’ve 

got nothing to give, it’ll stand there, still as the tall trees behind, 

waiting. Only when I get up and begin to go inside will it walk off, back 

into the forest. But I’ve decided that I’m gonna stop feeding it. Still can’t 

say I’ve got any damn clue as to what it is, but like all wild animals, you 

shouldn’t encourage them close to your home by feeding them. 

Strangest looking thing I’ve ever seen, and, as uneasy as it sometimes  
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makes me, I have to admit that I’ve grown quite attached to it. But my 

health and finances won’t let me keep going into town and buying lots 

of meat for it. Only the other day Roy at the local store said I must be 

enjoying my meat now Hazel was no longer with us. People will start 

wondering what I’m up to down here all on my own. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

I ate my dinner inside tonight hoping that my new friend will 

begin to get the message. After washing up I decide to go and have a 

cigarette and watch the sunset light up the sky with those beautiful 

reds and oranges this time of year gives us. 

The screen door creaks as I step out onto the porch, and I see 

there is no sign of the creature. Easing myself down into my chair, I 

light up a cigarette and watch the sun make its descent across the sky. 

Soon the forest masks it from my sight, but its hiddenness cannot 

contain the sky’s magnificence. I watch the colors fade into purples, 

until finally night covers the land.  

I think of Hazel as I gently rock in my chair. It’s strange. Try as I 

might, I can only recall her face as a young woman, in those early years 

of marriage. But even then the images fade in and out, as fog drifts 

across time and memory, hiding her from me. Despite this, I can 

remember how strong she was during those times, often carrying us 

through the hardest moments. I start to fall asleep and lose sight of her 

again as the local baseball score floats across my consciousness. Need  
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to do something about that pitcher; I’ve seen more heat in a toaster. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

A strange sensation stirs me from my sleep. I’d been dreaming 

of walking through a large, muddy, pool, my legs barely able to move, 

like when I fell down four or five years back and busted my hip.  

Blurry–eyed, I see it's still nighttime. I look down and the creature is 

sitting by my feet, filling the porch with its enormous body. A moment 

of clarity suddenly hits, and I can see that its mouth is around my calf. I 

try to move, but my body won’t let me, my legs and arms completely 

immobilized, like I’ve been given something or other to keep me still. 

All I can do is watch as it slurps and sucks away, the whole of its mouth 

moving against my leg, but never pulling away. My brain keeps telling 

me that I should be in pain, that this moment must be agony, yet, as I 

actually think about it, I feel euphoric, high, like I’m floating. I can’t help 

it, but I let out a short laugh as my body swims in ecstasy and pleasure. 

On the creature goes, clamped to my leg, its mouth and head rocking 

gently. 

I can’t tell you how much time passes, and, to be honest, I don’t 

much care. But at some point it lets go and walks off back into the 

forest. The euphoria starts to wear off, and I can feel the sensation 

coming back to my body. I shut my eyes, not wanting to look at my leg. 

I think that maybe I should try and stand up, get myself to the 

bathroom and see what that thing has gone and done to me.  
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Pushing myself up, expecting a jolt of agony, I realize that 

nothing hurts, not even my damn knees that always give me 

discomfort. Refusing to look down, I limp along with my walking stick, 

edging myself along, careful not to put hardly any pressure on my 

wounded leg. Trouble free, I make it to the bathroom, resting myself 

down on the lid of the toilet. Finally, I examine the damage. 

My tattered trousers partially cover the wound, so I carefully lift 

them up and see that there is no blood, anywhere. It don’t make much 

sense because I can see that the creature has eaten away most of my 

calf. The whiteness and shine of my bone is pushing through. Yet, 

despite the amount of flesh, muscle and tissue that’s gone, there ain’t 

any blood. It’s like the wound has been sealed off. And I can’t feel a fine 

damn thing.  

I roll my trouser leg down and slowly make it into bed. Lying 

down, Hazel’s face is as clear to me as if she were lying next to me. It’s 

the darndest of things. I can even smell her perfume, the one she wore, 

even on the day she died. I can see her singing to the radio, swaying 

her head slightly to the music whilst darning the holes in my socks.  

I can see her face, bright as day, smiling as she held my hand, 

just before she died. First time since she left that I’ve been able to do 

that. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

It’s early evening, and I’ve slept for nearly sixteen hours. Hazel’s  
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wheelchair still sits in our bedroom, and I climb into it. There’s still no 

pain from the wound in my leg, but the euphoria has worn off. Hazel’s 

face has gone all misty again. 

I make some food, just a sandwich, and then wheel myself out 

onto the porch. To my surprise my friend is out there already, waiting. 

Positioning myself near the back door, I put my good leg up on 

a stool, and roll my trouser leg up. I take out a cigarette and lean back, 

enjoying the sensation of smoke warming the back of my throat. 

The creature walks over to me and lays down, briefly placing its 

huge head on my exposed leg before biting down. There’s a moment 

of sharp pain, and then the flood of blissfulness.  

Jack. 

That’s what I’m gonna call him. Jack. 

My body shuts down in paralysis, yet every part of me is 

intoxicated with joy and relaxation. Whatever Jack is doing to me beats 

old age and arthritis. I doze off into vivid dreams of Hazel and I walking 

miles to have a picnic, making love on the beach, laughing together 

over cocktails.  

Eventually Jack finishes, and slides off into the night, leaving 

me on the porch where I stay, briefly waking up at his departure, and 

then slipping off again to meet Hazel in my sleep.  

◊ ◊ ◊  

 I wake up the following evening and Jack has brought a friend, 
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twelve eyes staring at me. Like a ritual of burning incense to the gods, I 

light another cigarette and settle back in my wheelchair.  

Jack and his friend take a leg each whilst my laughter echoes 

out through the forest, soaring up into the moonlit sky. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

There’s four of them tonight. I suspect by morning I won’t have 

any flesh left on my legs and arms. Damn, it feels so good. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

The evening sun shines across my face, waking me up. I can’t 

remember how many days I’ve been on the porch. I’m constantly 

floating in the beauty of my life with Hazel, her face, her touch, her 

smell, the kindness and strength of her voice, always before me. 

I can’t speak, but I want Jack to know how thankful I am to him, 

and his friends, for all that they have given this old man. Tonight will be 

the last time we’re all together, but I’m not sad, not at all. 

The now familiar whooshing noise they make reverberates in 

my ears, and I smile at the comfort it brings. I can no longer remember 

why I thought Jack was ugly, nor why he made me uneasy. I try to recall 

it, but the memories elude me, shifting from my grasp. 

These great creatures stand around me, two on each side, and 

reverently bite into my body. Never have I felt so alive. Then, with 

extreme gentleness, they lift me from my wheelchair and carry me off  

the porch.  
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As the sun sets, the forest is swallowed into darkness, and I am 

taken to my final resting place, Hazel’s voice singing in my ears. Beauty 

and remembrance floods my senses, and I am satisfied.  

I love you Hazel. 
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She buries one feather each night; a twig to dig a hole in the 

wet earth between her knees, torch gripped between her teeth. It has 

stopped raining, but water still rinses through the air. Putt, putt, putt. In 

the dark, droplets roll from waxy pine needles to pop on the open 

hands of ferns below.  

While she is bent over, the feather lifts: where she lives, there is 

always wind. It skips, bouncing over sedge grass, snatched by the 

gorse, then tugging away, to glide on to the reservoir, where it lies 

back, reclining on the black water.  

By the time she notices, it is out of easy reach, drowning. She 

rolls up her joggers, and takes off her trainers. She wades into the 

water, causing gentle waves pushing it further from her.  

 "Damn it." Water seeps into the balls of her trouser cuffs. But 

she manages to pinch it by the shaft before it disappears from sight. 

She takes it dripping back to the shore. 

She kneels more heavily now she is already wet; the soles of 

her feet black and moss-blistered. She finds the hole, circles down and 

down with one finger, then slips it in, shaft first. Soft down and 

afterfeather follow, stringy and wet. She runs her thumb along the 

v  a  n  e  
c h a r l o t t e   t u r n b u l l 
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clumped vane. It is too dark to see the white, shining barbs, but she 

knows they leap back towards her finger as she presses them.  

She pushes soil into the hole quickly, not wanting her daughter 

to wake and find her gone. She stands, stamps, flattens the surface.  

She wipes her hands on her joggers and pulls her trainers on 

to run home. 

 "Come on," her husband says the next day, wedding his cutlery 

with a smile. "Give us a twirl." 

She stands at the sink, dries her hands on a tea towel and folds 

it. Saliva pools at the corner of her husband’s loose grin. He runs a 

hand across it, sucks it back in, and she turns to place the tea towel on 

to the draining board; to place a steadying hand upon it. "It doesn’t fit 

anymore," she says.  

Her daughter watches, pecking peas from a fork. Genovefa 

looks from her father’s sagging face to her mother’s back. 

 "Well." He leans back in his chair, hands knitted, stiff, behind his 

head now. "Wouldn’t you like to see, Genovefa?"  

"Ok." Genovefa shrugs, but half-smiles.  

 "The other wives wear theirs to the pub on a Friday." He wipes 

a triangle of bread around the wet of his plate. 

 "I told you," she says. "It doesn’t fit."  

She ducks to pull his workwear from the washing machine. As  
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she passes behind him with the wet clothes, he picks up his cutlery 

again to throw it across his plate. She leaves to hang his boilersuits 

along the radiators in the living room.  

 "What is the point in you?" he says, from deep in his throat. 

 She wishes she could have covered Genovefa’s ears. She waits 

in the living room, busying – flapping the heavy blue twill inside out 

and back again, loudly, filling the room with wet air, until he leaves.  

 "I’m going for one," he shouts. The door slams. 

 In the kitchen, she takes his plate and slaps it into the washing-

up bowl. 

 "Can I see it?" Genovefa slides her plate into the water without 

a ripple. "Please?" 

 She turns to Genovefa, strokes a finger down her daughter’s 

face, around her collarbone, to the back of her neck. There’s something 

there. Something soft and new. She wants to rip it out, put a match to it 

and let it smoke black with wind and sky. She finds them too often 

these days. She stays her shaking hand. She doesn’t want to ruin their 

time together.  

 "It doesn’t fit, Genovefa." She smiles in mock annoyance.  

 "You don’t have to put it on," Genovefa says. 

  

 She unlocks the wardrobe and reaches in. She straightens the 
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skirt so they can see it properly. She has plucked one feather from her 

true coat each night since the day Genovefa was born.  

 "It’s beautiful." Genovefa reaches out to touch, but she flutters 

the hand away.  

 "It’s too small," she says. "It’s thinning. There’s hardly anything 

to it now." 

 "You could still wear it."  

 She closes the door and sees Genovefa’s eyes drift like clouds. 

 "With the clout of weather we get out here?" She laughs, low. 

 "The other Mums wear theirs," Genovefa says. 

"Moths have been at it," she says, thinking of the other Mums. 

"And there’s still a red stain where he shot me down." 

 She takes tweezers from a saucer on the chest of drawers. 

Genovefa covers her neck with her arms, but she pulls them away.  

"It’s for your own good," she says. 

She takes it by the fluffy, grey shaft.  

Genovefa yelps, but she pulls it out and flushes it down the 

toilet.  

She leaves Genovefa to shout and cry.   

 Later that night, she trails the path around the reservoir, her 

breath ghosting ahead of her in the torch light. She pulls up wispy, 

white saplings hiding between the snowdrops, tosses them down the  
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spillway. She knows she’ll find them floating on the water on another 

day. The feathers keep finding their way back to her, however she 

disposes of them. Her beauty will not be destroyed.  

 In the distance she hears the tantara, then the thudding wind as 

they flock above her. She won’t look up, but she watches the pale, 

flowing gowns of them in the black mirror of the lake. She wonders 

whether the men in the pub turn away from their wives to look out of 

the window; whether her husband sees the flashing white lace 

hemlines racing away from here, to another place.  

 Somewhere across the moor, a gunshot sings out. 

But she is running home, praying her daughter is fast asleep, 

praying she has time to take out the tweezers, to lay the child bare: to 

unburden her before she wakes. 
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We Are The Weirdos 
My Love Affair with Horror – by Antonia Rachel Ward 

FOREWORD – Ghost Orchid Press bloomed at the dawn of the 

worldwide pandemic and, in the care of its founder and sole 

operator, Antonia Rachel Ward, has since rooted itself among the 

fastest growing and most highly respected small press publishers  

of modern horror, inspiring several others to plant their own literary  

              seeds. Among them? The Quiet Ones. 

    Our editors reached out to Antonia  

    and asked her if she would be willing  

          to share her story –  

         

        

       (foreword by     
                 David Fey)



how she found horror (or how horror found her), about the haunted 

trails she walked that lead her from outcast to innovator, culminating in 

the launch of her own press.  

 What we received was everything we could’ve hoped for and 

more: a raw, real, and vulnerable gaze into the untamed fire of one of 

the horror genre’s brightest new stars. The Quiet Ones proudly 

presents, in her own words, Antonia Rachel Ward. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

“We are the weirdos, mister.” 

So says Nancy Downs, leader of the coven of teenage witches 

in the 1996 teen horror movie, The Craft. When that film was released I 

was only eleven, and I remember watching it multiple times over the 

course of my teenage years. It was — and still is — a favorite of mine. I 

think it was something about the bond between the four girls — misfits, 

loners, depressives, and outcasts — who find friendship and a refuge 

from bullying in each other. Even though in this case the harmony 

doesn’t last that long, I appreciated the defiant way they embraced 

their out-of-the-ordinariness. In their strangeness, they found strength. 

In their togetherness, the ability to stand up to their bullies. For any 

teenage girl who felt left out or ignored, it was an appealing idea. For 
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me, it was one of my earliest forays into horror, and a first taste of how 

the genre gives a voice to the ‘weirdos’ who are so often sidelined. 

Then there were the Point Horror books I devoured in middle 

school, by authors like Caroline B. Cooney and R.L. Stein. Titles like The 

Boyfriend, The Cheerleader, and The Perfume were marketed to appeal 

to teenage girls, whose only other options for reading material at the 

time seemed to be Sweet Valley High or The Babysitter’s Club. But 

unlike those mostly wholesome tales (which I also enjoyed, by the way), 

the stories of Point Horror trod an altogether darker path.  

My personal favorite, although not the most well-known or 

acclaimed of the series, was Caroline B. Cooney’s Twins, in which the 

protagonist, Mary Lee, is able to step into her identical twin Madrigal’s 

shoes after Madrigal dies in a skiing accident. She soon discovers that 

her beloved sister was very different from the person Mary Lee 

believed her to be. I was fascinated by the idea of becoming one’s 

doppleganger, and taking on the persona of someone braver, more 

exciting, more popular than oneself. It was an idea I started to explore  
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in my own writing: to become someone new seemed like a perfect 

outlet for those darker, unspoken fears and desires that most teenagers 

deal with from time to time. 

Challenging literature, the Point Horror series was not, but for a 

teenage girl looking for her place in the world, the books made for an 

addictive escape. I soon progressed to Christopher Pike and Stephen  

King, and then floundered. There didn’t seem to be anything else for 

me in the horror genre — not that I could see, anyway. I went to 

university, studied English Literature, and became immersed in the 

classics instead. Wuthering Heights became a firm favorite, along with 

Dracula, and Frankenstein. The eerie hillsides and dingy corridors of 

Gothic literature became my second home. In my studies, I traced my 

way back through Austen’s Gothic pastiche, Northanger Abbey, to the 

women writers who inspired her, like Anne Radcliffe, Clara Reeve, and 

Charlotte Dacre. 

These women were a revelation. Female writers in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, trapped in the limitations of their 

domestic sphere, had found a way to imagine their way out of their 

confined roles. Ghostly apparitions, Italian castles, banditti hiding in the 

hills . . . Look past the veneer of respectability and these stories are 

passionate, vengeful, frightening. And what’s more — rebellious. 

Radcliffe’s Emily St Aubert flees her domineering stepfather. Dacre’s 

Victoria kills for love. These women writers and their characters were  
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radicals in their own way, refusing to conform to a society that wanted 

them to be meek and placid. Their novels show a distinct mistrust of 

male authority figures and a sense of the oppressiveness of "home."  

And other women read these books in their droves, just like I’d 

raced my way through the Point Horror novels. I was interested to learn 

how subversive womens’ reading was seen to be at the time. Many  

contemporaries felt that a woman reading a novel on her own was 

opening herself up to imbibing dangerous ideas — ideas about 

personal freedom and autonomy; education; sexuality. In a nutshell, 

she might learn to think for herself. 

I wrote my Masters’ dissertation on imagination in the Gothic 

novel, and, as anyone who’s studied literature will know, when you have 

a reading list the length of your arm, there’s not much time to read for 

fun. When I finished my degree and was free to pick up whatever 

books I wanted, I struggled to find contemporary literature that 

interested me. I worked in a bookshop at the time, and the horror 

section was, as a lot of bookshop horror sections tend to be, a shelf or 

two of Stephen King, Anne Rice, maybe a little Charlaine Harris, and 

not a lot else. It didn’t really occur to me that there was more going on 

in the genre — even if it had, I wouldn’t have known where to look. 

Then, about two-and-a-half years ago, I joined a writer’s site 

called Scribophile to get feedback on the science fiction novel I was 

writing. In the process of exchanging critiques with fellow amateurs, I  
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found myself reading more and more horror. I also made some 

amazing friends and discovered that there was a wealth of unpublished 

talent around. Young writers whose work was striking, fun, and more 

importantly, what I wanted to read. After a long hiatus from the genre, I 

started to get a taste for horror again. 

I picked up recommendations from my new writer friends and  

raced through as many horror novels and movies as I could find. 

Writers like Jack Ketchum, Adam Nevill, and Silvia Moreno-Garcia were 

suddenly on my radar when they never had been before. It was an eye-

opening experience, to say the least. And as for films — they were a 

goldmine. I started small, easy, not-too-scary, but soon began testing 

my mettle with slasher classics and modern fright-fests alike. During 

lockdown, these books and movies were a lifeline for me; an escape 

from reality that I badly needed. Horror became a way to deal with the 

endless undercurrent of anxiety that none of us could escape. Like a 

true adrenaline junkie, I hoovered them up. 

It’s not that horror was totally unfamiliar to me. It’s just that I 

somehow never linked modern horror to the Gothic classics I knew and  
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loved. I was well-acquainted with writers like Bram Stoker and Edgar 

Allen Poe, but I’d never before followed that strand of literary history 

through to the present. I had no idea of the breadth and diversity of 

the genre, nor the fantastic levels of creativity shown by modern 

creators. Here, I realized, were my people. Here was what I’d been 

looking for all along. 

Of course I started writing horror, too. I’d written three 

unpublished science fiction novels, all of which had a slightly Gothic 

undercurrent running through them, but I was tired of sci-fi. It was 

becoming hard work trying to keep pace with the rapidly changing 

technological landscape we now live in. And when the pandemic hit,  

that was the final nail in that particular coffin, for the time being at least. 

I’d been writing a dystopian novella about a group of people locked in 

an underground bunker for thirty days, and in lockdown, that storyline 

seemed a little too close for comfort. Horror felt like a much better 

outlet for my pandemic stress — historical horror in particular. After a 

few months when I struggled to write, I eventually got stuck into a new 

novella, Marionette, which drew on my love of Gothic horror and 

featured a nineteenth-century Parisian setting. Writing it felt 

comfortable, like coming home. 

Around the same time, I judged a few contests on Scribophile. 

One of them was a ghost story competition for Halloween, and the 

entries were of such high quality that I spent a very pleasant cozy  
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afternoon reading them. They could easily have been a book — should 

have been, even. I wondered, not for the first time, why these authors 

weren’t already published. 

I think the pandemic changed a lot of our priorities, when it 

comes to flexibility of work, and the idea of following our own passions 

when we have the chance. Many years earlier, I’d had a pipe dream 

about one day starting a publishing company of my own, but it seemed 

impossible. Unrealistic. And besides, I had no clear, concrete ideas 

about how it would work. But then, in November 2020, the inspiration 

hit me all at once. I had experience building a business from scratch; 

an accountancy qualification; a wealth of knowledge about  

bookselling. Other people could do it. Why not me? And so, within 

weeks, Ghost Orchid Press was born. I learned on the go, researching 

my next steps at the same time as I set everything up. Website, social 

media presence, printers, cover design, formatting, sales. It was quite a 

learning curve, but so much fun.  

One of the first submission calls I put out was for hundred-

word horror stories on the theme of "home." I’d first discovered 

hundred-word stories, or drabbles, as they’re often called, around a 

year earlier, when I spotted a call for them from another press. I wrote 

five for that call, themed around ocean horror, and two of them got into 

the book. Not only were they my first published fiction, they were also 

the first true horror stories I’d ever written. And I loved writing them.  
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Drabbles are addictive. They’re quick and fun, but also 

challenging. Trying to tell a full story in exactly one hundred words is 

no mean feat, and it’s a great skill for a beginner writer to hone. It 

forces you to think very hard about your word choice, and whether 

you’re really making your words work as hard they possibly can. It also 

makes you consider what exactly constitutes a story, as opposed to a 

vignette, and how to grab a reader’s attention quickly — skills I was able 

to take forward to my longer fiction. 

My ambition in launching the Hundred Word Horror submission 

call was mainly to encourage others to try their hand at drabble-writing, 

and to give them the opportunity to see their work in a book, just as I  

had. It was also a practice run for me in the process of creating a book 

and putting it up for sale. What I didn’t expect was that it would be so 

popular. It turned out that other people enjoyed writing drabbles as 

much as I did. They made a big fuss of the book, and wanted to submit 

more, so I opened two more calls right away. Then another two. One 

reader featured the stories on his Book Talk videos on Twitter every  
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week. I was really blown away by how popular they were. More 

importantly, I discovered an amazing sense of community among 

horror writers; a willingness to pitch in and support a total newcomer 

like me that was both gratifying and humbling. 

 But paying writers a fair rate is a core principle of mine, and 

while Hundred Word Horror was a fun way to launch the company, and 

get the attention of lots of readers and writers, they were not paying 

calls, and once Ghost Orchid Press was a bit more established, I was 

keen to make the shift to paid calls as soon as possible. I felt there was 

a hunger amongst readers to see more diverse voices in horror fiction, 

and I noticed how publishers like Kandisha Press were looking to carve 

out some space for women writers, in particular, with their women-only 

anthologies. From the perspective of my background in Gothic studies, 

that gave me pause for thought . . .  

(continued on page 63) 
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d e a r   a n d   d e p a r t e d
l o u i s e   h a w e s
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You who died before us, 
why no word? Has the 
Worm got your tongues? 

What happened to the 
plans we made, the signs 
you promised to send? 

How hard could it be –  
words scribbled in dew? 
Whispers only we hear? 

You said you’d reach out, 
send messages, trembling 
in webs, written in sand. 

But what have you left us? 
Only new bones, old ghosts, 
no answers from beyond. 

Still that ache goes on –  
the need to see, to touch 
your vanished hands. 



  

 It’s easy for her to stand out.  

 The girl, lingering by the entrance way.  

 She paid the man at the front the entry fee and received a 

stamp of an upside-down face on the back of her hand, just like the 

rest of us, but she shifts on her feet, like she’s not sure if she should be 

allowed in. 

 I’m not so sure, either. 

 It’s mostly the color. In here, we have a fruit bowl on the bar 

counter that’s held a single orange for as long as anyone can 

remember. Probably for longer than any of us have been here. It’s as 

drained of color as everything else in this place. Not fresh, not rotten, 

just a grey husk. It doesn’t make sense, and yet it’s always there. 

 But she is all color. Golden blond hair that sways as she twists 

to either side, taking in the place. A lavender dress with pressed folds 

in the skirt. And individual droplets of neon green, one for each 

fingernail as they tap tap tap against her crossed arms. 

 Nervous or impatient: I can’t decide. She has somehow 

managed to shrink into as small a space as possible, while still standing 

out more than anyone else in the room. 

a   d a n c e   w i t h   t h e   l i v i n g
a b i g a i l   m i l e s
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 Maybe it’s because I know everyone else here, and they all 

know me. Or maybe it’s because she is so alive. 

 Impossibly alive. 

 Can she see me, tucked in tight against the bar, hidden in the 

forever shadows? Can she see any of us, or are her eyes roaming over 

a dim, empty room?  

 This bar is made of the kind of dark you aren’t supposed to see 

in, and the kind of loud you aren’t supposed to hear in. But I think I can 

almost hear her breathe, can see her chest expand with a determined 

intake of air. Then her head bobs, as though nodding to herself, and 

she takes a step further into the room. 

 There are people dancing, if only barely — darkly clad forms 

swaying and bending to their own winds, moving to the sound of a 

music that is more a whistle that is more a scream. But it is the closest 

thing we have to music here, so they all make do. 

 I wonder if the girl can hear the music. 

 I wonder if she wants to dance. 

 On a whim, I lean over the bar and order a drink with a flick of 

my fingers. A glass arrives in front of me: tall and clear with a swirling 

liquid dancing inside. I take a sip, savoring the bitter tang of grapefruit 

on my tongue, the after hint of something floral. Dried rose buds float 

over the shimmering liquid, so out of place down here. 
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 But not nearly as out of place as her. 

 Wrapping my fingers around the cool exterior of the glass, I 

make my way through the dark, pressed-in bodies. She isn’t hard to 

find: purple skirt shining beneath the faint light from the iron-wrapped 

crystals that sway above our heads. She’s peering into the bowl with 

the orange, picking it up in her hand, like she’s trying to understand 

how something can be so colorless.  

 It’s hard to be afraid, in a place like this, so I don’t have to 

hesitate before nudging her shoulder with mine. She spins, golden hair 

whipping around her, and pins me with her wide, blue eyes. 

 Fearful eyes. 

 And I wonder if she has something to be afraid of, where all the 

rest of us don’t anymore. 

 “Want a drink?” I ask, lifting the glass between us. 

 Her gaze shifts between the drink, my face, the bar. Then she 

abruptly takes the glass out of my hand, causing liquid to slosh over 

the edge and soak the hem of my sleeve. Her eyes widen, but she 

doesn’t apologize. Instead, she lifts the glass, swallowing one, two, 

three mouthfuls of the rose and grapefruit drink before I would have, 

anywhere else, had a chance to breathe. 

 And that’s another thing about this girl in the purple dress. I 

remember that breath she took in the doorway of the bar: deep and 

slow and necessary. 
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 She lowers the glass, now half empty, and offers me a crescent  

moon grin. “Thanks.” Shifting the glass from one hand to the other, she 

holds out an open palm in my direction, the upside-down face visible 

on the back. “I’m Lila,” she says. 

 Names don’t bother us so much down here, so I don’t offer my 

own, but I do take her hand in mine. 

 Warm. Her hand is so warm, it almost makes me believe mine 

could be, too.  

 “So,” I say, “how did you find this place?” 

 Her crescent smile fades, and she pulls her hand away. I almost 

regret my question. It can’t be helped, though. Here, it is the only one 

that matters. 

 “I don’t know. I really don’t know.” Her head swivels, taking it all 

in again. “I think I was trying to get away, but I don’t know how I got 

here. I can’t remember anymore.” 

 “That’s all right,” I rush to say. I grab her hand again, savoring 

the warmth of her. The life of her. Shaking my head, I say, “It’s all right, 

not to know.” Then, on an impulse: “Come on. Dance with me.” 

She hesitates, but then she wraps her fingers around mine, and 

together we begin to sway to the discordant rhythm of the lost souls 

surrounding us. I have never thought of this place as fun, never thought 

of the dancing as something to enjoy, but her smile returns as we move 

together. Her laugh, when it rings from her mouth, is bright enough to  
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make me almost believe that it could be all right, being trapped here. I  

smile in return, perhaps my first in however long it has been since I 

arrived at this bar, and she spins beneath my arm as I raise it over her 

head. 

None of the others seem able to see us, or if they do, they 

don’t seem to care. It makes me question if this is really happening, if 

she’s even real. 

If I’m even real, anymore. 

I wonder what happened to her — something must have — for 

her to have found this place. My eyes trail over her body as we dance 

together, but I can’t find any signs of what might have befallen her 

before. Not that I know how any of that works. Not that she would, 

either. 

Suddenly she stumbles, tripping over her own feet, or mine, or 

one of the uncaring bodies that surround us. I grab her before she can 

hit the ground, but her ankle twists underneath her, and a strangled 

yelp escapes from her mouth. With her arm looped over my shoulder, 

we stumble away from the dance floor. She winces as she lowers 

herself onto a bar stool, and I glance down at her ankle, which is 

already turning red and puffy. 

Injured. No one gets injured here. For all of us, nothing could 

ever be worse than what has already happened. 
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Except for her. If she can be hurt, then more could happen to 

her. And I don’t know what that could mean. 

She can see it in my eyes. She doesn’t know what it means, but 

she can see the sad resolve as it settles in my expression, as I look her 

over, absorbing her radiance, and understand that it’s no use. 

“You can’t be here.” I say it quietly, so I’m not sure if she can 

hear over the cries of the music.  

Her face falls, and she tries to reach out to take my hand again.  

I pull back, shaking my head. “It’s not right.” 

“I want to be here,” she says. Then, quieter, “It’s better here. 

Louder. Not so empty.” Which is funny, because I can’t think of an 

emptier place.  

“Why? You don’t belong here,” I say, louder this time. “I really 

think you should go.” 

I don’t want her to go. I think I’m beginning to see — the longer 

she’s here, the more alive I feel, as if her life is seeping outwards and 

toward me. 

But a part of me knows that the reverse must also be true for 

her. The longer she remains, the more likely it will be that she can never 

leave. That all that beautiful life will vanish. 

“Please,” I whisper. 

“I’m afraid,” she says, so softly I have to strain to hear. “Afraid of  
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going back. You don’t know what it’s like, back there.” 

“It’ll be fine,” I try to say, but the words get lodged in my throat.  

I want to tell her that no matter what her life was — is — at least it 

is that. A life. 

Her eyes meet mine, and for a second it seems like she’s going 

to refuse to leave. But then she averts her gaze and begins to walk 

away on unsteady feet. She doesn’t look back when she reaches the 

door, and it almost makes me smile, except that it doesn’t. 

And then she has stepped through the black doorway, and 

then she has been swallowed up by whatever lies beyond, and then 

she is gone. 

At first, I’m rooted in place, staring at the door, waiting for 

something to happen. The sky to fall, the bar to light up in flames, the 

girl to be spit back through the dark threshold she just crossed. 

Nothing. No bang, no flash, no change at all. She got away, I 

think. She lived, I hope.  

I turn away from the door and face the dance floor instead. I 

move to join the others like me — all the others who found their way 

here, to this bar. All the others who can never leave. 

I can already feel it fading — the brief spark the girl brought 

with her. In its place, the cold is creeping back in, and I realize that I 

don’t want it to go back to the way it was before. It would be  
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suffocating, if there was any air to lose. Painful, if I could feel anything at 

all. And then I look up, and my eyes catch on a flash of color. 

The orange in the bowl. 

A spark. 
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Here I was born. Here I will die.  

I couldn’t help thinking this, even as everyone around me 

celebrated those who were chosen to live forever. The crumbling 

statue of a creature that is not a mountain lion and not a falcon but 

some mixture of the two stood in the center of the eternity pool, 

reminding me that in time my bones too will erode to dust.  

On my left was a priestess who would not explain why I should 

stand here among those who would one day die, though she surely 

could. On my right was my sister, gazing with admiration at the children 

who would become gods. We watched and stood as mere links in the 

outer chain.  

The ones who had been chosen stood side by side in the inner 

circle closest to the water and began to sway their bodies to the 

rhythm of their chants. The sun rose slowly, smiling down upon their 

worship. The smallest one was a girl who often played with me in the 

early mornings when the elders prepared our morning meal. She had 

unruly spirals the color of summer grass springing from her head in all 

directions. The curls danced as she sang, grateful for a life that would 

never end.  

t h e   r e c k o n i n g   o f   d u s t   a n d   w a t e r
c. e.   h u b b a r d 
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My hair obeyed, laid flat on my head like fine silk, and yet I had 

not been chosen.  

The chanting stopped abruptly and the chosen ones’ clasped 

hands released. Together they all took a step into the pool, sending out 

a million ripples that caused chaos in the once still waters. I watched 

the girl open her arms wide like the others, praise the sun once more 

and cup the water in her little hands. She brought them to her face and 

sipped daintily with eyes closed.  

Open them now. See my dry cheeks and eyes filled with fire. 

Remember I am here, too. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

At my birth, my mother passed on, and the elders foretold that 

I would not bear children. There were differences in the way I was 

formed, they said. Ones you cannot see that lie hidden beneath my 

skin. How could they know? I couldn’t feel it, even after they told me. 

But when I hit my fifteenth year and every other girl my age had 

crossed over to womanhood, I knew it to be true. Like the women 

made eternal, I would never be a mother, but unlike them, I would die. 

While my sister bled and cried for days every month over everything 

and nothing, I only felt rage all the time.  

I once overheard my sister asking about my body and a 

priestess replied.  

“Beauty must have disfigurement, just as life must have death.” 
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I felt the urge to ask the question that was ignored at my 

Reckoning. Why me? 

Because of my fate, I would not be paired up with a man. I 

would not be given my own dwelling. I would be forever bound to my 

sister and dependent upon her kindness. Although I could not have my 

own home filled with small, raucous voices, I could not escape my 

sister’s, which was quickly filling with cooing infants and crawling 

children.  

◊ ◊ ◊ 

At the rising of the second moon since his birth, my sister’s first 

son passed on. Something like the final scream of a dying animal came 

from my sister’s mouth when she found him without breath. I begged 

to bathe him in the eternity pool, but the elders refused. It would do 

nothing for one who has already crossed over and besides, he had not 

been chosen. 

If she did not clutch him for hours after finding him, I would 

have stolen his body away and plunged him into the cool waters myself 

even as the disfigured statue looked on. No one was willing to try. No 

one was willing to betray the Eternals. 

From childhood, we are warned not to cross the immortals 

because they cannot die. Time is their gift, and a debt owed to them 

will be repaid across generations. As for the still pond filled with the  
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night sky with one million stars, it waits for them, the worthy. A sip from  

eternity is all it takes, but only if it is meant for you. If the wrong tongue 

tastes the water, the spring will dry up. The world will stop spinning. All 

of those who escape the grave will perish and return immediately to 

dirt. 

In exchange for our protection, for our sacrifice, we receive 

their love. I am told it tastes like the sweetest nectar and demands the 

body to return again and again, always asking for more. I have never 

seen it, but there are some that speak passionately about it at meal 

times. Even as they wheeze through their proclamations, inflammation 

tearing away at their lungs, distracted just for a moment from the 

meager meal of moldy fruit and stale bread, they sing the praises of 

our generous Eternals who look on us with tender eyes.  

Love won’t save them from death. I keep this to myself. 

At the birth of my sister’s third child, I refused to speak my 

blessings into the infant’s hair like the others did as they passed her 

around the clearing. With every prayer, the baby cooed silently up at 

the night sky as if she were giving thanks. The Eternal ones could not 

be bothered to attend the labor, and yet I couldn’t keep them from my 

mind. I refused to hold her. I kept my blessing to myself. My words 

would only be filled with the truth of it all: That it always ends for us, 

and never for them. 
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The morning after, I woke to find a softly woven cloth the color  

of fog left outside my window. A note read For the new baby who coos  

at the moon.  

That was the first gift of many. Something new appeared at my 

window every seven days, always for the baby. My sister was too 

delirious to wonder where the gifts came from, but I was determined. 

None of the other people living near the gates admitted to leaving the 

gifts.  

The Eternals are nomads who are not often bothered with the 

happenings of our people. They show up only to drink before returning 

to the dense woods and beyond. They would not have left the gifts. 

When the fifth gift was supposed to be delivered, I spent hours 

hiding behind the masonry where I could also watch outside my 

window. The baby’s muffled cries carried from our home over the 

darkened sky. But there was no movement until very early in the day. 

Then, a woman with long, thin limbs came peeking out of the 

forest. She moved as if she were a leaf carried on the wind. A small box 

sat on my windowsill at her parting. Soft, golden curls glowed in the 

rising light until she reached the shade of the trees. Then she paused 

as if something occurred to her. She turned and looked across the 

field. She looked directly at me. I froze like prey in their final moments 

and watched her glide my way until she went right past my hiding spot. 

Her footsteps were unhurried like one who knows they have the right  
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to be where they are. 

She took three gentle steps into the edges of the eternity pool  

before diving down and disappearing. She stayed so long that I exited 

my hiding spot and considered jumping in after her. I only knew the 

Eternals were safe from time. But were they safe from all iterations of 

Death? I couldn’t be sure. Minutes later her head emerged until just her 

eyes looked over the barrier where one world met the next.  

Even in the distance, even with so much of her face hidden, her 

smile reached me. My playmate from all of those years. Here she was, 

returned. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

I never slept at night after that. I met her beneath the stars 

instead. There, she stood upon a pedestal in the waters, her 

completeness countering the ancient, eyeless statue of the falcon lion.   

At first we met without words, staring at each other in the open, 

allowing the sight of the other to fill us up. They were all beautiful, the 

Eternals, but I had never wanted to see their beauty before her. It used 

to draw up images of the child we buried and what his body must feel 

like now, years later. The smell of blood and bile and earth after a 

battle. Their beauty sounded like the wild cries of a mother of the 

dead. Their beauty looked like death to me.  

Her beauty looked like the antidote. 

She embodied everything I did not. Held onto the splendor of  
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life like I could not. She knew that one day I must die and that stopped 

her not. And when she would look upon me from her pedestal, she 

could do nothing else but pray to me.  

In the dark corners of our communal spaces, she whispered 

that she loved me in the infinite and in the now. 

But I knew my death in a way she could not. I felt it beneath my 

feet as I walked the perimeter alone. Heard it in the rain that wet my 

cracked lips. Smelled it in the smoke of the elders’ rituals. It was in me 

and all around me and her love alone could never stop it. 

At the fertile banks where the soil speaks with every footstep, 

she calls out to me. Every healthy man and woman shares the burden 

of keeping watch over the still mirrors of eternity. Tonight, I will walk the 

perimeter to watch for wildlife or impulsive, curious children. There are 

other protectors surrounding the outside, waiting for those who wish to 

steal from us. I, however, remain inside the walls watching the pool. 

Then, she emerges from its unknown depths without a single ripple. A 

shooting star darts from one bank to another across still, immaculate 

waters. The stone creature lies in wait, its face searching the heavens. 

Not even her voice disturbs the calm.  

When she comes to me, I mean to enjoy her sounds, her touch, 

her kiss, but all that fills my mind is the threat of my imminent death. 

Will it be soon? Will it be now? 
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She stops to ask what’s wrong; watches me with innocent eyes I  

could drown in. 

I tell her to take a drink. Hold it in her mouth. Kiss me while the  

creature waits. 

Even if the earth turns to dust. 
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 A rumble from above shakes the tiny dresser by the bed. My 

dresser. My bed. Mine, no matter who else sleeps or fucks or cries 

there. The tremors grow and dust blooms off my things, falling through 

my hands. I used to tremble this way, before I came to be held here, 

before I stained the pillows and the mold-rung bathtub and its leaky 

faucet dripped on my open eyes. 

 This is my room, and it crumbles through me now.  

I press myself into my headboard and tell it we will be okay – it 

will be okay – just as a split beam of wood comes down through the 

ceiling with a loud crack and scars its posts. My posts, the posts I had 

rested against for three days and fifteen years. Where I first 

experienced silence as my back grew deliciously sore against the 

headboard’s hard surface. 

 I wrap my arms around my pillows and whisper that they will 

always be soft, even as debris presses them down. The tremors loose 

bricks from the walls and one falls onto my bed, making more of an 

indent than I ever could, or will again.  

 I press my cheek to the mattress and do all I can to not scream 

that we are fine, that we are safe here, that the mattress – my mattress – 

h e l d
t a r y n   h a a s
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will hold me and so many others again. Repeating what feels more and 

more like a lie, that we will escape this.  

 I do not comfort the bathtub, even as it calls to me through the 

washroom door. I know it can withstand this with its hard porcelain 

sides and streaks of black. It cradled me when I’d listen for his hands on 

my door, the different kinds of release that came from flesh on wood 

and lungs in water – the quiet that came with the acceptance that the 

best place I would ever be was here, and it was never going to get 

better. 

 I will stay here, even after my things are replaced with new 

apartments, or condos, or a hotel, places that are not safe and that will 

never feel safe, not to me.  

But I promised I would never leave and this is the only promise 

I have ever had the power to keep.   
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We Are The Weirdos 
My Love Affair with Horror – by Antonia Rachel Ward 

(continued from page 43) – It was a surprise to me that horror was 

seen as so typically male-dominated, when my view was colored by 

those early Gothic writers like Ann Radcliffe and Mary Shelley. When I 

got the impression that some people thought some kinds of horror —

like body horror — weren’t really for women, I was a bit bemused. 

What could possibly be more of an appropriate subject than body 

horror for women and female-identifying  

writers, who deal with issues  

relating to their bodies on  

a day-to-day basis?       

   

        

       (foreword by     
                 David Fey)



I myself had just come out of a difficult few years where I dealt 

with miscarriage, pregnancy, and childbirth, swiftly followed by being 

diagnosed with breast cancer when my daughter was only one year 

old. Thankfully I’ve since had the all-clear, but the experience shook 

me. I know what it’s like to feel as though your own body has turned 

against you. So when the idea of a body horror anthology for women 

popped into my head, it captured my imagination and I mentioned it 

on Twitter right away. 

The positive response was exciting. Readers and writers —

women and men alike — seemed keen to support the project. I was 

eager to put it into production, and I have never read a group of more 

emotionally raw, hard-hitting stories than the ones that were eventually 

selected for inclusion in the anthology. I often found myself having to 

take breaks whilst slush reading and editing, because these stories 

shook me to my core. But that was what I wanted. Not to put together 

an anthology that gave women a seat at a table that had traditionally 

been reserved for mostly men; but to remind everyone, in the most 

visceral way possible, that women were part of this genre from the 

beginning. Horror — be it the Gothic of Radcliffe, Reeve, and Dacre, or 

the body horror of Mary Shelley — belongs to women as much as it 

does to anybody. To me, the fearlessness of the writers featured in the 

Blood & Bone collection only serves to prove that point. 

Of course, Ghost Orchid Press is far from the only independent  
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publisher pushing at the boundaries of horror today. There are many, 

ranging from those who’ve been around for a few years or more, to 

others who have been newly established in 2020/21. And lots of them 

are turning to marginalized voices or progressive ideas to hone their 

product choices. Take Dread Stone Press’s eco-horror anthology, for 

example, or the aforementioned Kandisha Press’s women-only 

publications. Not to mention the amazing Tenebrous Press, whose 

output is of breathtaking quality and made with such love and care.  

I’ve been incredibly lucky to have worked with many of these 

publishers in some small way — mostly through stories of my own that 

they’ve published or are due to publish — and it’s wonderful to feel like 

part of a group of like-minded individuals with a sense of a shared 

cause: to champion emerging horror authors, and find new audiences 

and fresh approaches for this incredibly versatile genre. I was naive and 

pretty much unaware of all this other, complementary work going on 

when I decided to start my own publisher. Somehow, I just got lucky 

and unwittingly tapped into a bit of a zeitgeist. 

Which leaves me wondering, why horror? Why now? What’s  
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caused this sudden upsurge in popularity for the genre amongst 

readers, writers, and independent publishers alike? Perhaps it has 

something to do with pandemic anxiety — some have theorized that 

horror fans find it easier to deal with real-life fears as a result of 

exposing themselves to fictional ones. I can attest to the fact that seems 

to be the case for me. Or perhaps it’s a need to process and respond 

to dark times; to unravel dark emotions. No doubt the true upsurge 

began well before the pandemic, after all. Perhaps telling scary stories 

is a natural human response to times of uncertainty. An act of catharsis. 

And an act of community, too. A gathering around a campfire, sharing 

tales to both acknowledge and neutralize our fears of the dark. 

Indeed, time and again I come back to this idea of community. 

Writing is often thought of as a solitary activity — a lone author 

scribbling away in isolation — but sharing stories is a social act. We 

share to be understood, and to understand others. So much of horror 

is about empathy — about stepping into another’s shoes, and feeling 

their fear, revulsion, disgust along with them. We can learn so much 

about our fellow humans by understanding what frightens them, 

whether that be the notion of their bodies turning against them, 

anxieties about climate change, or the pulse-quickening feeling of 

being stalked down a dark alley. And when others acknowledge our 

fears — empathize and sympathize with them — we feel listened to. 

Emboldened. We feel we are not alone. 
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Maybe that’s why horror seems like such a great genre for 

those who’ve become accustomed to seeing themselves as the misfits, 

the loners . . . the "weirdos." Through our writing, we can connect with 

others like us, and indie horror in particular has a punkish, rebellious 

vibe. In a world where publishing houses are notoriously risk-averse, 

indie horror dares to be different, take risks, tackle difficult subjects, 

and center new and diverse voices. 

This is also my aim as I take Ghost Orchid Press into 2022. As I 

grew more confident, and accustomed to the publishing world, I dared 

to put out a call for novellas in the summer of 2021. That was a scary 

moment for me — it meant making a serious commitment to support 

and raise up my chosen authors to the absolute best of my ability. I 

meant to choose only two novellas to begin with, but the standard of 

submissions was so high that I ended up with four. I’m incredibly proud 

of the fact that they’re all debut authors, and also of the fact that three 

of the four are home-grown British talent. As a matter of fact, one of the 

novellas is a book I first read in its infancy when I critiqued it on 

Scribophile and so, in a funny way, that brings my journey full-circle.  

My inspiration and my passion was to find a way to nurture 

talented new authors and give them an opportunity for their work to be 

noticed, and it’s an honor and a blessing to be able to do just that. I’m 

also overwhelmingly grateful for the writers, readers, reviewers, and 

fellow editors and publishers of the horror community who’ve always  
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been open to collaboration and quick to extend their support, kind 

words, encouragement and sympathy as needed. Here, I’ve found true 

friends as well as workmates, and I sincerely hope that continues. 

Meanwhile, I’ve benefited from the same spirit of community 

and collaboration when it comes to my own writing. The help and 

encouragement of my author friends has been integral to all my small 

publishing successes, from the short stories I’ve had accepted over the 

past year, to my novella that’s due to be published by Silver Shamrock 

Publishing in November. I could never have done any of this without 

such a supportive community around me.  

 Now, I’m working on a second novella, a novel, and hopefully 

my first screenplay. My to-do list is full and I couldn’t be happier. This is 

about so much more than writing alone in a room. I feel I have found 

my people. Weirdos we may be, but there’s so much love in the horror 

community, and I’m incredibly grateful to be a part of it. 

68

In a world where publishing houses are 
notoriously risk-averse, indie horror dares to be 
different, take risks, tackle difficult subjects, and 

center new and diverse voices.



 The cheerful tune I once loved and have come to hate wakes 

me from a cotton-candy-like dream. I reach over and grab my phone 

from the nightstand. It mirrors my own tired face on the sleek surface of 

the dark screen. And right next to it, another reflection, smiling. The 

face looks exactly like mine, except for the three missing front teeth. I 

groan and drop the phone with a muffled thump to the floor. It’s too 

early for this. 

I force myself to get out of bed, swing my legs over the edge of 

the mattress, touch my feet to the cold hardwood floor. On my way to 

the bathroom, remnants of dreams and sleep fade with every step. I go 

about my business in semi-darkness; the less I see, the better. When I 

cannot avoid it anymore, I make my way to the sink and flick on the 

light switch. I splash cold water on my face and breathe for a few 

seconds before looking up into the mirror. 

Water is dripping from my reflection, and behind and next to it 

countless faces stare back at me. They are all my eyes, but not mine at 

the same time. Some have seen things I could never even fathom. A 

few cannot see anything anymore. Some probably don’t even know 

what happened to them, where they are, why they are here. At least 

r e f l e c t i o n s
s. j. c.   s c h r e i b e r
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two are screaming at me, their mouths distorted like a nightmare, their 

burning looks piercing my skin. 

At least they make no sound. 

Those silent masks of sorrow and regret, sometimes pleading, 

sometimes mocking, follow me around wherever I go, staring at me 

from every mirror, every window, every dark screen. They lurk wherever 

I can see my reflection. I see them in the polished fixtures in the faucet, 

in a silver spoon that catches the light just so, on the surface of the tea 

in my cup. They are the same characters, the same caricatures of me 

every time. 

There is the one with a toddler on her arm, a chubby little 

angel with blonde hair and red cheeks. He is three years old. Three 

years, four months and ten days. I watched her belly grow bigger every 

day, when she cried and threw up and rubbed her swollen feet; but 

also her smile, happier than I ever remember being. I hate looking at 

her, at them, and every time I do, I feel a sharp pain in my lower belly; a 

faded scar, but a scar nonetheless. 

The one that looks at me from the wardrobe mirror seems ten 

years older, dark shadows under her eyes, her lips chipped and her 

hair a tangled mess. The worst are her bruises — dark purple and green 

patches on her cheeks and forehead, broken skin over her lip, dried 

blood on her neck. Her wedding ring sits so tight on her finger, it cuts 

into the flesh like a knife. She resents me for leaving; I know it, and I 
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resent her for staying. But I had to leave, and she had to stay, so that 

every time I see her, I remember why. 

She haunts me, just as much as the one who wears a new dress 

every day, topped off with jewelry that costs more than I earn in a year. 

She cannot be younger than me, it’s impossible, but she sure looks like 

it — especially when I get back from a long shift. Where my eyes are 

dark and my cheeks drooping, hers are bright and perfectly pinchable. 

In these moments, I cannot help but wonder what exactly I messed up. 

Was it something I wore or something I said during that job interview, 

that date, whatever situation it was on that certain day that made our 

paths divide as they did? 

I tried to ignore them when the first ones popped up, covered 

them when they became too many. But their hands and arms reached 

for me from underneath the sheets, their concealed faces grimacing in 

pain or joy, urging me to look. Over time, I learned I had to face them. 

Meet every time I made a decision that affected my life, face what 

could have been, good or bad, if I had chosen differently. 

It could be me. Each one of them could be me, had I made a 

different choice. I am haunted by my decisions. 

These days, I down my coffee with as much milk as I can 

stomach. If I hurry, I can just make the bus in five minutes. I slip into my 

shoes, put on my coat and a light scarf, and grab the keys from the 

counter. Then I open the front door with the small glass panel and step  
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outside. 

Halfway down the street, I realize I forgot my key card. I could 

count on someone to let me into the building, but . . . I curse under my 

breath and hurry back inside. Now I would miss the bus. 

When the door slams shut a second time, it takes me a moment 

to realize what happened as I watch a woman that looks like me walk 

away, her back turned towards me. She — I do not look back. I take a 

step forward but slam against the cold sheer surface of the small glass 

panel. A silent cry escapes my throat, never reaching her ears. 

All I am now is a discarded choice, haunting her. 
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A silhouette outside the cafe’s fogged windows caused Marcin 

to pause. Her buoyant mood faded along with the surrounding 

murmur of conversation. A sizable man stared inside from the cold at 

their table, at her. No sooner had she caught sight of him than he 

strode away. The fog had obscured his features. Was the shadow near 

his chin a beard or a scarf? 

Marcin pinched the skin on the inside of her wrist, the sharp 

pain assuring her she was not in a nightmare. She’d had so many of 

late. The weekend trip away to a remote village north of Moscow was 

real, as well as the happiness it brought her. 

“Marcin? Is something wrong?” 

Startled from her thoughts, she gave the slight man seated at 

the table a faint smile. “I thought I saw someone I knew.” 

Her companion, Dmitri, stood and slipped on his jacket. “That 

would be quite the coincidence, dear one. We are miles and miles from 

home.” 

She put on her mittens and glanced at the window. “Yes, I 

know.” 

“Come, let’s shop for our ingredients.” Dmitri held out his  

m a r c i n   t h e   s u r v i v o r
s t e f a n i e   g i l m o u r
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mittened hand.  

The tingling beginnings of excitement buzzed inside Marcin as 

she took his hand. Tonight, the one-year anniversary of her freedom 

would be an evening of celebration. She would pour her heart into her 

cooking and share it with someone who valued her, who didn’t 

question everything she did, who didn’t make her choose between him 

and others she loved. 

“After you taste my babushka’s recipe for pelmeni, you will 

never want another’s,” she said. 

Dmitri chuckled, and his eyes shone with warmth. “I look 

forward to having it.” 

They visited the butcher, and Marcin chose the pork and turkey 

for grinding. At the grocer, she found the eggs and butter while Dmitri 

sought out honey and jam for the sbiten. She was selecting the perfect 

onion when a prickling sensation lit on the nape of her neck. Was she 

being watched? Her pulse quickened and her gaze darted from the 

produce to the next bin over. 

No one. She nearly dropped the onion when the overhead 

speaker crackled to life, paging an employee. Marcin shook her head. 

She was being foolish. They hadn’t told anyone, not even her parents, 

where they would be this weekend. No one would know to look for 

them here. 

 Marcin met Dmitri near the register. They carried their 
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groceries out to the car. She readjusted the bag so she could open the 

door. 

A reflection in the passenger-side window caused her to 

freeze, like a rabbit who’d seen a lurking predator. A car sat parked 

across the street. Marcin looked back over her shoulder. The car was a 

popular model, so surely it wasn’t his car. What was his plate number 

again? She squinted her eyes against the setting sun, scanning the 

back bumper. Was there a dent? From when he’d backed into a tree 

during a fit of anger? 

“Marcin?” 

She looked to Dmitri, standing at the driver’s side door. “Yes?” 

“You seem distant.” 

“I’m feeling anxious and distracted.” In the car, Marcin situated 

the bag on her lap and watched him settle into the driver’s seat. “I can’t 

seem to shake it.” 

Dimitri reached over to place a hand on her forearm. “He will 

not find you here. Is there anything I can do to put your mind or heart 

at ease?” 

Marcin settled her fingers over his. “I will feel better once we’ve 

returned to the cabin.” 

Her past wouldn’t follow her that deep into the woods. 

One year ago, Marcin had returned home from many towns 

away after ending an awful relationship. Twice before, she’d tried to  

75



escape the brutish bearded man to which she’d given years of her life. 

Dmitri had taken up residence in her town to open his tattoo 

parlor. They met when the fantastical artwork posted in the window 

drew her in from the cold. Unlike the possessive man she’d left, Dmitri 

was soft-spoken and kind-hearted. He never tried to bind her wings. 

His gentle nature made his artwork seem all the more macabre. 

Customers traveled from afar to have it stitched beneath their skin. 

Rusalkas, Beboks, and other ghastly beings from folklore were his 

subjects. For Marcin, he’d designed a piece featuring the infamous 

Baba Yaga. 

“You must know that she eats children,” Marcin had said one 

evening, undecided if she would commit to the tattoo. As a girl, she 

had trembled at her babushka’s stories of the hideous crone who 

inhabited the woods in her wandering hut, snatching up wayward 

children and stuffing them into her oven. Was it wise to fuse the visage 

of such a dreadful creature to her body? 

Dmitri had shaken his head and smiled. “It is not that simple. 

She helps people as well. Baba Yaga freed Vasilisa from her 

stepmother and stepsisters.” 

Marcin had snorted. “By burning them to ash!” 

Despite its subject, Marcin found the tattooed vignette 

beautiful. It included the iconic hut atop giant chicken legs, set against 

towering birch and pine trees. A fence of human skulls surrounded it. 
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Flying from the hut on a giant mortar, leaving a trail of toadstools in her 

wake, was Baba Yaga. 

Her tangled hair, a mess of rotting berries and broken 

brambles, streamed behind her. Her sagging body was wrapped in 

tattered rags. The hag’s beady eyes peered from her pudding-like face. 

One gnarled hand grasped the pestle used to steer the mortar, and the 

other extended ahead of her like the talon of a bird of prey. 

After months of admiring the artwork, Marcin finally asked 

Dmitri to render the tattoo for her. He skillfully used his needle to unite 

her with Baba Yaga. She quietly told him of the actual monster she had 

once known and eventually escaped. 

Their car slowed, and Marcin’s attention turned to the road 

ahead. A narrow bridge, one car in width, extended ahead of them 

across a river. Their rented cabin lay on the other side, deeper into the 

forest, allowing the couple privacy from other travelers. 

Movement in the car’s side mirror caught her eye. She blinked 

and leaned forward to see more clearly. Her eyes must be playing 

tricks. But no, a car was following them. Despite the fading light of 

dusk, its headlights were not on. 

She looked quickly to Dmitri. “Isn’t our cabin the only one this 

far from the village?” 

“I’m not sure. Why do you ask?” 

“There is someone behind us.” 
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He glanced at the rearview mirror. “The road splits a few more 

times ahead. Perhaps there are other cabins?” 

Marcin’s palms dampened the grocery sack. Her heart fluttered 

against her ribcage as if it tried to escape. Was it the same car she’d 

spotted in the village? She couldn’t tell. 

When they passed one of the roads Dmitri had spoken of, and 

the car turned off onto it, she felt a wave of embarrassment. An entire 

year and she was still cowering like a frightened animal, startling at the 

slightest shadow of her past. 

They arrived at the cabin, and within its warm embrace, she 

forgot about the cafe, grocery, and car. While preparing the pelmeni 

with Dmitri, she didn’t think once about the cruel man, the monster 

she’d broken free of a year ago. 

She’d forgotten to pack her pelminista, so they fashioned each 

meat-filled dumpling by hand. Marcin imagined her babushka’s smile 

of approval. After powdering the dumplings, a task that devolved into 

a flour fight, Marcin started a pot of water boiling to cook them. She 

could get used to Dmitri’s company in the kitchen, his silly antics and 

interesting conversation. 

He stood at the stove beside her and prepared his family’s 

recipe for sbiten. Sweet and spicy aromas filled the cabin. Honey, 

cloves, cinnamon, ginger, blackberry jam, wine, and nutmeg simmered 

in the saucepan. They’d enjoy the warm drink with shots of vodka. 
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Marcin was reminded of blustery winters and holding the steaming 

drink between mitten-clad hands. 

After dinner and cleanup, Dmitri swept Marcin up into a dance 

around the small space. Her sides ached from laughter, and her cheeks 

were warm from the sbiten and the words he whispered near her ear. 

She rested her forehead on his shoulder as he hummed. They’d 

forgotten the record player and records, too. 

Later that night, Marcin awoke to beams of moonlight falling in 

bands across the bedcovers. A nightmare, one of a broken corpse 

clawing at the cabin door, had startled her awake. Her throat felt raw as 

if she’d been screaming aloud instead of within the haunting dream. 

She decided to brave the frigid room for a glass of water and 

sat up. Her gaze fell on the artist slumbering beside her, and her heart 

warmed as she remembered the lovely evening they’d shared. Marcin 

reached out to touch his shoulder. When her arm stretched into the 

moonlight, she paused and her pulse lurched. 

Her tattoo was incomplete. The hut, the fence, and the old 

woman with her mortar and pestle were missing. Was she still 

dreaming? 

“Dmitri?” 

He didn’t stir. The rhythm of his breath was of someone deep in 

slumber. 

The shadows on the bed shifted, causing Marcin to gasp.  
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Something was outside the cabin. She slipped from the warm bed and 

crept to the window. Her breath bloomed on the cold glass as she 

peered out. Eyes wide, she covered her mouth and crouched below 

the windowsill. Her pulse thundered in her ears. 

If she could only wake up, it would all vanish. She pinched the 

skin of her arm, hissing at the sting of pain. Her fingertips settled on the 

window ledge, and she stood just enough to peek over it. 

Barely discernible, the hut squatted within the heavy mists. Soft 

points of light surrounded it. The words from her childhood, seared 

into Marcin’s memory from hours spent listening to her babushka’s 

stories, left her lips as a strangled whisper. 

“Turn your back to the forest, your front to me.” 

The hut rose on giant chicken legs out of the low swirling mists. 

It lurched and turned its single door to face her window. The veil of 

mist was pulled upward and twisted by the hut’s movement, revealing 

the points of light to be a ghastly fenceline of glowing skulls. 

Marcin knew what she would find at the fence’s gate. It would 

be made from leg bones, and its bolts fashioned out of thumb and 

finger bones. The lock would be a mouth with sharp teeth. 

One of the glowing skulls was not lit, creating a dark gap in the 

fence’s lights. With a trembling hand, Marcin wiped her breath from the 

window. 

It wasn’t an extinguished skull, but a severed head. It had a  
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beard, and even in death, it scowled at her. 

A strangled cry left Marcin, and she stumbled back from the 

window. If only she could wake Dmitri. Maybe then she’d know she 

wasn’t losing her mind. She spun around toward the bed. 

Perched at the foot of the bed, atop a bedpost, was the 

crouched figure of Baba Yaga. She squinted at Marcin. Long and bony 

legs extended from beneath rag-like clothing, and her kneecaps 

almost reached her earlobes. The crone raised a claw-like hand and 

placed a finger perpendicular to her shriveled lips. She grinned, a 

mouth full of malice and iron teeth. 

Marcin released a full-throated scream. 

The hag dissolved into wisps of inky-black smoke as Dmitri 

awoke. “What?!” Bleary-eyed, he threw aside the covers and rushed to 

Marcin. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 

She looked at her arm to show him, but the scene was restored. 

Was there an additional skull? 

Marcin returned to the window and frantically cleared the fog 

again from the pane. The woodline stood vacant except for a single 

fence post and its grisly trophy. “Look!” She tapped on the glass and 

glanced back at Dmitri. “There. In front of the trees.” 

He stepped beside her. His brow wrinkled as he stared out the 

window. 

She asked him, near pleading. “Do you see it?” 
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The edges of his mouth turned down. His gaze returned to her, 

and he attempted to embrace her. 

“No.” Marcin shook her head, close to tears. “I’m not crazy.” She 

looked out the window again. The post was gone. The treeline was 

empty. Marcin pounded on the glass with the heel of her hand. “I felt 

he was here, and she captured him!” 

Dmitri caught her wrist. “Shh, dear one. Tell me, what did you 

see?” 

Marcin turned into his embrace. “She found him and ended 

him. Baba Yaga. Auntie of the Taiga.” After saying it aloud, a calm 

settled over her like a blanket. Her fear and anxiety abated. Marcin 

turned her face upward to Dmitri. “She protected me.” 

“The night isn’t a time for these thoughts,” he said. “Come back 

to bed and rest.” 

After the dark passed, they spent a quiet morning together. 

Marcin was unsure if she should trust her memories of the night before. 

The couple began the drive back home in silence. Dimitri periodically 

reached over to give her hand a reassuring squeeze. 

Right before the narrow bridge, an officer directed them 

around an area of the road’s shoulder. Flares burned in the road, and 

emergency vehicles were parked there. The policeman, who by the 

looks of his haggard expression had been there since the night before, 

waved them past the site. 
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“It looks like an accident,” Dmitri said. 

Marcin pressed her forehead to the glass as she strained to 

see. She noticed the trail of toadstools first. Their bright red tops poked 

out from the frosted grass and overgrown woodline. The fungi 

surrounded the twisted wreck of a car caught in a barrier of splintered 

pine saplings. 

The back bumper had a dent. 

Her arms broke out in goose flesh. 

Medics lifted a stretcher, shrouded in a blanket, from near the 

ruined car. What the blanket didn’t conceal was a large pair of dark 

boots. They were the same boots he’d worn when he kicked a hole in 

the wall of their home because Marcin had gone out with friends. 

A birch branch, like bony fingers, caught the edge of the 

blanket covering the deceased. The medics fumbled to straighten the 

blanket, but not before Marcin saw the corpse. 

She pinched herself. She was awake. 

 The corpse had no head. 
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 Victoria hid at the top of the staircase as Grandfather held his 

meeting. Any Elders healthy enough to attend had gathered inside the 

Great Room. In the shadows, she hugged her knees and listened. 

“We must continue to spread the timeless words of Raven 

Heart among the modern community,” Grandfather’s deep voice 

boomed. “Only with new members can we ensure our longevity and 

continue funding the research. But do we want just anyone to join us?” 

“No,” the others answered in unison. 

“Correct.” Grandfather sounded pleased by the enthusiastic 

response. “It’s only the special who can soar with us. I’ll evaluate 

recruits this summer for significant promise. Whomever brings in the 

most exceptional member will receive a special prize: a weekend 

among the ravens.” 

The Elders gasped. As the key to Grandfather’s research, the 

ravens were sacred, with visitations to the aviary limited. Victoria had 

been lucky enough to spend some time there with Grandfather, and 

she yearned for more. She crept into the room she shared with the six 

younger girls. But as they slept soundly in their row of beds, she stayed 

awake planning. 

r a v e n   h e a r t
y v o n n e   v e n t r e s c a
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In the morning, she visited Isabella on the third floor, where the 

unwell were cared for until death. Grandfather never turned anyone 

away, and people with nowhere else to go spent their final days at 

Raven Heart. But Isabella had lived in the huge, old house they called 

the castle for as long as Victoria could remember. She’d served as the 

headmistress in charge of their schooling before she became ill. 

Victoria fluffed Isabella’s pillows, telling her about 

Grandfather’s speech. “I want to recruit Ian, the mayor’s son,” she 

explained. 

“Is he suitable?” Isabella adjusted the silver clips that pulled 

gray hair from her face. 

Victoria straightened the left one for her. “Not yet. But his 

mother passed on. It’s the right time to reach him with kindness. And 

after some minor adjustments, he’ll be perfect.” 

Isabella nodded. “Very well then. Grandfather will be pleased.” 

He wasn’t actually a blood relative to anyone in the house. The 

girls Victoria roomed with were orphans, and the boys across the hall 

were, too. Even the elderly called him Grandfather out of respect. 

“Have you finished your studies?” Despite being bedridden, 

Isabella still managed to oversee much of their education. 

“I read the latest biology chapters, and I have most of the 

human bones memorized.” 

“Keep at it,” she said. 

85



Victoria nodded. “I’ll study now. But tell Maddie I’ll stop by 

later?” As headmistress, Isabella was one of the few people with phone 

privileges. 

“Yes, dear.” 

After her schoolwork, Victoria readied herself. Makeup was 

forbidden, but she scrubbed until her skin glowed, then snuck into the 

kitchen to dab vanilla behind her ears and rub a strawberry on her lips 

before she left for Maddie’s house. 

 Maddie was the daughter of a financial benefactor, but her 

family hadn’t been invited to live in the castle. Grandfather mostly took 

in the needy, the infirm, the abandoned. But Maddie was a link to the 

outside world, including the high school students, and she could help 

with Ian. 

Victoria had seen Ian a few times outside the stores where they 

collected public donations. He gazed at her a bit longer than was 

proper, but she didn’t mind. Today, she convinced Maddie to go door-

to-door, making sure Ian’s house was on their route. 

“He’s definitely curious about Raven Heart,” Maddie said as 

they approached his home. “He’s asked me lots of questions.” 

The mayor answered the door. His round, reddish face made 

Victoria think of the apples growing in the castle orchard. She 

suspected that he’d never be outright rude to the townspeople, but he 

frowned at the sight of them on his doorstep in their black skirts, white  
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shirts, and velvet collection bags. 

“Is Ian home?” Maddie asked. “I’m a friend from school.” 

Then Ian appeared dressed in the denim pants and plain T-shirt 

that Maddie said most high school boys wore. Despite his unshaved 

face and messy hair, his dark eyes mesmerized her.  

“This is my friend, Victoria,” Maddie said as the mayor stepped 

away. 

“We’ve come to ask for a Raven Heart donation,” Victoria said. 

“It’s a sanctuary for people and birds.” 

“I know.” Ian glanced over his shoulder. “My father hates the 

place. The old building, the squawking crows . . .” 

“Ravens,” she corrected him. “And I think of our home as 

majestic, not old.” 

“Of course,” he said. “I didn’t mean —” 

“A donation, then?” 

He dug into his pocket, then held out a dollar.  

She didn’t reach for it. “Perhaps if your support was more 

favorable, you’d be welcomed for a visit. Then you’d see for yourself 

what life’s like at the castle.” 

He left for a moment, returned with a fifty-dollar bill. 

She smiled, but didn’t otherwise show her thrill over the victory. 

“Thank you. Here’s some information about the aviary.” She handed 

him a pamphlet with a raven on the front. At the bottom, she’d written a 
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note asking him to meet her tomorrow at dusk. Maddie didn’t need to 

know about that part of her plan. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

The next day, the grandfather clock in the hall ticked slowly. To 

pass the time, Victoria shaved an Elder’s beard and gave two younger 

boys haircuts. They each had “life skills” as Grandfather called them, 

and cutting hair was hers. 

With no one her age to talk to, she studied her biology book 

until dinner. After the meal, she carefully fixed her own hair before 

waiting by the turret window. The others cleaned up as Grandfather 

tended to the birds. As Ian approached, she glanced in the mirror one 

last time before hurrying to greet him.  

Victoria invited him into the sitting room used for guests. 

Bookcases lined the walls, and candles on the desk flickered. They sat 

angled to each other, facing the windows. 

She asked him questions about his schooling until he seemed 

at ease. “Is the castle what you expected?” 

“It’s nicer than I thought,” he admitted. “From the outside, it 

looks like a haunted house.” 

“We’re all haunted by something, though, aren’t we? Some 

sadness that lurks within.” While Victoria sat quietly with her hands 

folded in her lap, Ian fidgeted beside her. “Tell me of your troubles,” 

she said softly. 
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“I . . . I don’t have any troubles.” 

She waited in the warmth of the candlelight until he finally 

confided in her. He spoke about his mother’s death, about how much 

he missed her, and his father’s false hopes for his future. “He wants me 

to focus on business, but my real interest is science.” 

“Perhaps over time he’ll realize what brings you happiness.” 

“Maybe.” He turned to her. “The castle’s not what I expected, 

and neither are you. You’re different, but in a good way. I guess it’s from 

being . . . stuck here.” 

She laughed. “I’m not stuck. We’re all free to go. I’m fortunate 

to have such care.” 

“Rumors are that no one leaves. No one ever moves out.” 

Victoria smiled. “You can leave now if you want. And return 

tomorrow?” 

“I can’t come back then. But the next day?” 

“Yes.” She stood in the doorway after he left. Talking to him 

wasn’t like conversations with Isabella, Grandfather, or the other 

orphans. As his figure receded in the distance, she longed for him, as if 

he was already dear to her. If only he felt the same. 

If she successfully recruited him, not only would Grandfather 

reward her with the ravens, but she’d have Ian in her life as well. She’d 

be, to use the forbidden phrase, “killing two birds with one stone.” 

◊ ◊ ◊ 
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After several visits with Ian in the sitting room, Victoria 

suggested they pick apples in the orchard. The trees grew on acres of 

land behind the large screened-in structure where the ravens lived. 

August was early in the harvest season, but it would take them away 

from the gaze of the orphans and the Elders. 

As they walked there, Victoria pointed out the aviary, a large 

wooden structure with a screened front. A more private section stood 

behind it. “That’s Grandfather’s favorite place to sit and think about his 

experiments.” 

“What kind of experiments does he do?” 

“He’s conducting research to increase the ravens’ lifespan. It’s 

of the utmost importance because any breakthroughs could eventually 

be applied to humans as well.” He never told her much about the 

science, but she understood that the ravens lived longer and longer. 

“Wow.”  

After they reached the orchard, she helped him put on a 

picking bag, and they each carried a ladder to one of the trees and 

climbed to gather fruit side by side. 

“I had no idea the orchard was back here.” 

“Raven Heart’s quite large, both the house and the property.” 

“I used to think it was the old man’s cult headquarters.” 

She shook her head. “You know better now.” 

“Were you born here?” They descended the ladders and  
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carried their apples to the bins. 

“No. Grandfather adopted me from foster care. He’s dedicated 

to providing us with a permanent home.” 

“People still say he’s a con artist, up to no good.”  

“That’s ridiculous.” But she couldn’t help but be curious. “What 

else do outsiders think?” 

“There are Raven Heart articles online. I can show you.” 

“We’re taught to shun technology.” 

“How can you live shut off from the world?” 

“We’re committed to helping others, not beholden to greed 

and online influences. It’s the better way.” As they emptied their fruit 

into the bins, she held up a red and gold apple, wanting him to 

understand. “Gala is Grandfather’s favorite. Simple things bring 

pleasure. The perfect apple. Spending time with friends.” 

Yellow jackets swarmed by some rotten fruit. “You never feel 

unhappy, then?” 

She shrugged as they put away the ladders. 

“Tell me of your troubles,” he mimicked from their first real talk. 

Delighted that he remembered, she decided to confide in him. 

“My dearest Elder, Isabella, will pass from this life soon. She’s entered 

the sacred food stage.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Sometimes the elderly become so sick, they can barely eat.  
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Grandfather prepares special food for them. It’s soft and easy to 

swallow.” Victoria reached up and touched the hair clip Isabella had 

given her. It was one half of the silver pair she usually wore. “I’ll miss 

her, but her soul will be free to soar with the birds.” 

“That’s a nice way to think of it.” 

They reached the castle. Voices drifted outside. “Would you 

like to meet some of the others?” 

He gave her a nervous smile. “Sure.” 

Inside, they joined people in the Great Room playing board 

games. Everyone welcomed Ian. He was still unshaven and poorly 

dressed, but that would be easy enough to fix later.  

◊ ◊ ◊ 

On Isabella’s last day, Victoria held her hand. 

“You . . .” Isabella whispered. “You could live beyond these 

walls if you wanted. In the outside world. Away from here.” 

It was an odd sentiment, the idea that Victoria would ever leave 

the castle. She attributed it to Isabella’s illness. And she did feel alone 

after Isabella was gone, even with Ian’s increased presence. 

Grandfather sensed her sorrow and asked her to meet in his study. 

“You’re missing Isabella.” He sat behind a large, sturdy desk. 

“Grief is a difficult burden. Can I help?” 

It was the right time to tell him about Ian. “I’ve established an 

important friendship.” 
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“The boy who’s been visiting.” 

“You know? But you never —” 

“I’m aware of everything that happens here.” 

“Don’t be displeased.” She clasped her hands. “But I learned of 

your desire for new members, and the mayor’s son is eager to join us.” 

“That mayor.” Grandfather frowned. “He’s been nothing but a 

blight.” 

“I understand. That’s why Ian can be an asset. Surely his father 

can’t complain about us if he’s comfortable here. Would you meet 

him?” 

“Of course.” 

Victoria could barely contain her excitement when Ian arrived 

the next day. She opened the front door before he even had time to 

knock. 

“I spoke to Grandfather about you!” 

“That’s good. I’ve certainly heard enough about the old man.” 

“I’d like to introduce you. But first, may I suggest some 

changes?” 

He frowned. “Changes?” 

“The men all dress a certain way. And I’m skilled at cutting hair.” 

“You don’t like my hair?” 

“It’s not a matter of dislike, but respect for our Elders. If you 

object . . .” 
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He brushed a piece away from his forehead. “Okay.” 

She clapped her hands together. “Excellent! Follow me.” 

Victoria led him to the second-floor parlor, where she 

shortened his hair and shaved him the way she did the others. She 

brushed the shaving cream on, then slowly moved the blade along his 

jaw and his chin and over his lip. Using a warm, damp cloth, she rinsed 

his face as he relaxed. Emboldened, she ran two fingers along his 

cheek.  

He opened his eyes, startled. 

“I thought I missed a spot.” She turned away to gather his new 

outfit, black pants and a white shirt like the other men wore. With 

Isabella’s help before her passing, Victoria had used Ian’s donation to 

pay for them. 

“It’ll be like wearing a school uniform,” he said, taking the 

clothes from her.  

After she led the transformed Ian to Grandfather’s study, she 

made the introductions. 

“I’d like to speak to him alone,” Grandfather told Victoria. 

That was certainly a positive sign. Curious, she lingered outside 

the closed door.  

“You have promise,” Grandfather said. “There’s much good to 

be done.”  

A movement down the hall sent her scurrying. But she couldn’t  

94



help grinning at her success. 

◊ ◊ ◊ 

Ian and Grandfather met several more times. The next week, 

Victoria stood outside with Ian in the castle courtyard. It was chilly for a 

summer night, but she found it peaceful to talk among the shadows.  

“Grandfather has offered me a position after school in the fall,” 

Ian said. 

“That’s wonderful!” Victoria would get to spend even more 

time with him. She thought about sharing the news with Isabella and 

realized with a jolt of sadness that she couldn’t anymore. 

“He said I’d serve as an apprentice, working in the aviary.” Ian 

stood tall, clearly proud about his news. 

“That’s a position of high honor. We should celebrate,” she 

said. “Would you like to meet the ravens?” 

“Now? Will we disturb them?” 

“Not if we’re quiet.” She led him across the stone path to the 

aviary, knowing this was a risk. When they reached the door, she 

paused. But getting into trouble would be worth it. She savored the 

idea that she’d be the one to experience this with him.  

He took that moment to lean down and kiss her, the briefest 

touch of his lips to hers. But they couldn’t linger outside where 

someone could spot them. 

“This is against the rules,” she whispered. 
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“Our kiss?” 

“No, visiting the aviary. But I knew from the beginning that you 

belonged at Raven Heart. I want to witness it when you first see their 

beauty.” 

Once they entered, she carefully shut the door behind them, 

the way Grandfather had taught her. She’d never been in the aviary at 

night. The birds had moved from the front to the more enclosed back 

section. Moonlight shone from high windows onto their glossy black 

feathers.  

Ian turned slowly in a circle. “Wow.” 

“Isn’t it amazing?” 

“Yes,” Ian whispered, “and Grandfather explained the science.” 

“He did?” The largest raven fluttered its wings. Something 

glinted in its beak. 

“Bringing the dead to the living,” he said, as if she already 

knew, “so no one we love ever really dies.”  

Stepping forward, she paused when her foot bumped 

something on the floor. A pale stick. 

No. Not a stick. 

A bone. 

“Ian —” 

Engrossed by the ravens, he ignored her. “The perfect 

ecosystem, feeding his beloved birds.”  
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“What are you talking about?” 

“Grandfather’s science. He provides care for the ill, then when 

they pass, the birds . . .” He gestured at the ravens. “The birds can feed.”  

“No.” She remained still, as if frozen. “That can’t be.” 

The special food Grandfather made for people on the third 

floor . . . she always thought the diet happened when they were too 

sick to eat. But which came first, the sickness or the food? Could the 

food bring their deaths, not sustain their lives the way she’d believed? 

Ian walked closer to the largest raven, and it shifted at his 

movement, dropping the shiny item from its beak.  

Victoria picked up the fallen object: a silver hair clip. She 

touched the matching one she wore, still secured in her hair. What had 

Grandfather done? 

“We need to leave.” 

“Already?” Ian stood transfixed. “The aviary’s so beautiful.”  

“I don’t mean leave the aviary. I mean leave Raven Heart.” 

At the loudness of her voice, the large raven took flight, circling 

the room before landing on Ian’s outstretched hand. 

“Grandfather charts their longevity.” Ian gazed at the bird, not 

her. “He says they carry the spirit of the dead. Those who pass live on 

through the ravens’ hearts.” 

 “We must go.” Even as Victoria spoke the words, she knew he 

had no intention of following. But Isabella had suggested life beyond  
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the castle. She could run to Maddie’s, couldn’t she? 

Victoria opened the door, glancing back one last time. As Ian 

stood with the largest raven, the moonlight cast their shadows, boy and 

bird, on the bone-littered floor. 
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Marcin The Survivor - Stefanie Gilmour 

Stefanie is a graphic designer who enjoys creepy and fantastical 

stories. Plants, concerts, reading, and writing are a few of her favorite 

things. She’s a Midwest native and lives there with her patient husband 

and their tolerant cats. You can connect with her via Twitter: 

@StefGilmour. 

Held - Taryn Haas 

Taryn lives in Vermont with their husband, 3 dogs (Locke, Kafka, and 

Pippin), cat (Duncan Idaho), and crested gecko (Azula). They have their 

MFA in Writing for Children and Young Adults from the Vermont 

College of Fine Arts. While they spend most of their time on work and 

writing, they also enjoy snowboarding, video games, dog agility, and 

baking scones.  

a  u  t  h  o  r     b  i  o  g  r  a  p  h  i  e  s
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Jack - Joe Haward 

Rev Joe Haward is an author, poet, and heretic.  

  

Alongside two published nonfiction books, he works as a freelance 

journalist challenging religious and political corruption, with articles 

regularly featured in the national news site, Byline Times.  

  

His work can be found in various publications where he writes horror, 

noir, and transgressive fiction and poetry. He was awarded The Prize for 

Short Story Telling in 2021 (Cinnabar Moth Publishing). His debut 

poetry collection, Heresy, will drop in 2022 with Uncle B. Publications. 

You can find him at joehaward.co.uk or on Twitter @RevJoeHaward. 

Dear And Departed - Louise Hawes 

Louise Hawes is the author of two short fiction collections and over a 

dozen novels. Her work, for readers of all ages, has won awards from 

Banks Street College, the NJ Council on the Arts, the New York City 

Public Library, the Children’s Book Council, the Independent 

Booksellers Association, and the International Reading Association.  

Louise helped found and teaches at the Vermont College of Fine Arts 

MFA in Writing for Children and Young Adults program. She has served 

as a John Grisham Visiting Author at the University of Mississippi, a  
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Read in Common Author at the Mississippi University for Women, and a 

Writer in Residence at the University of New Mexico, Albuquerque. She 

has also guest lectured at UNC-Chapel Hill, UNC-Charlotte, Duke 

University, Meredith College, Staten Island University, and the 

University of Southern Florida. 

The Reckoning Of Dust And Water - C.E. Hubbard 

C. E. Hubbard writes about weird people doing weird things from the 

comfort of her weird home in Northern California. By day she teaches  

high school English and watches Scooby Doo and other whodunnits 

on repeat with her husband, dog, and two small sons. By night she 

studies, writes, and dreams of sleep. She is earning her masters from 

Northern Arizona University in literature, and attended the Tin House 

Young Adult Fiction Workshop in Spring 2021. 

Multiply By One - Aileen Johnson 

Aileen loves goosebump-inducing fiction and film. She especially 

enjoys stories that marry themes of power & privilege, race, gender, 

sexual identity, and xenophobia with haunting and weird elements. 

She’s a huge fan of filmmaker Jordan Peele and writers Helen Oyeyemi 

and Jewel Gomez. 

Aileen holds an MFA from the Vermont College of Fine Arts Writing for  
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Children and Young Adults program and a JD from GW Law School. 

When she is not working, writing, or cheering on fellow writers, she 

enjoys hanging out with her wife and son and exploring the great 

outdoors with their spoiled Pit Bull/Boxer mix named Wink, who sleeps 

as much as possible and snores very loud. 

You can connect with Aileen on Twitter @aileenajohnson. 

A Dance With The Living - Abigail Miles 

Abigail Miles has a degree in creative writing from Appalachian State 

University, and she attended Tin House's Young Adult Fiction 

Workshop in February 2021. She aspires to make the world a little 

more interesting and a little more bizarre through her stories, and to 

share with readers the dreams that both haunt and inspire her. Her 

work has appeared in several platforms, some of which include Cold 

Mountain Review, Strange Fictions, Bending Genres, and Bookends 

Review. 

Reflections - S.J.C. Schreiber 

S.J.C. Schreiber (she/her) lives with the elves and trolls (and her cats 

and horses) in Iceland, the perfect setting to write magical stories 

where fantasy meets reality. Her work has been published in the 

City.River.Tree: 2020 Paperback Anthology, in Land Beyond the World  
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Magazine, and was short- and long-listed in the Furious Fiction Contest 

by the Australian Writers’ Centre. Follow her on Twitter 

@fruitbatwoman, or visit her at fruitbatwoman.wordpress.com 

Vane - Charlotte Turnbull 

Charlotte's fiction has won prizes and appeared in Litro and Barren 

Magazine among others. Her work has been anthologized, and 

translated into Italian. Her audio play "no home for a kraken," adapted 

from her Pushcart-nominated short story, is currently available at 

Theatre Royal Plymouth online. She lives (folk-horrifyingly) on Dartmoor 

with her husband and three children, and is @CharlieRatpig on Twitter. 

Raven Heart - Yvonne Ventresca 

Yvonne Ventresca is the author of the YA novels Pandemic (winner of 

the Crystal Kite) and Black Flowers, White Lies (winner of a Gold IPPY 

for best YA fiction), as well as several short stories. She holds an MFA 

from the Vermont College of Fine Arts in Writing for Children and 

Young Adults. You can find her on Twitter and Instagram at 

@YvonneVentresca, or visit her website, YvonneVentresca.com, where 

she features resources for teen writers. 
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Antonia Rachel Ward 

Antonia Rachel Ward is an author of horror and Gothic fiction, based in 

Cambridgeshire, UK. Her short stories and poetry have been published 

by Silver Shamrock Publishing, Blackspot Books, Kandisha Press, and 

Orchid’s Lantern, among others. 

 

Her erotic Gothic horror novella, Marionette, is due for publication by 

Silver Shamrock Publishing in November 2022. 

 

She is also the founder and editor-in-chief of Ghost Orchid Press.  

 

You can find her at antoniarachelward.com, or on 

Instagram @antoniarachelward, and Twitter @antoniarachelw1. 
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