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Fear is all around us. We fear what we cannot control, and so our world is a place of constant fear that something or someone might get us. The crazy mugger with a knife, the car accident, the doctor telling you about the spot he found on your X-ray. Maybe we don't have to fear otherworldly terrors, and so we focus on what we know we should be afraid of. We like the feeling of watching a character run for their life, as long as we don't have to do it ourselves. Here are some tales to let you feel that terror, that frisson, while remaining safe.
I had a great teacher when I was learning to write—Stephen King, the Master of the modern
horror genre. He pulled the genre from the gutter, and gave it legs to shamble forth and disturb us all. He has many imitators, but few can write as well or as memorably. I certainly bow to his skill, and offer my own tales, along with some help from friends. This collection has different kinds of horror, and will hopefully leave you with some scary images to linger affectionately in your psyche.
The Last Battle is a tale of the ultimate horror, war. For more than ten thousand years we've been killing each other, with no end in sight. Maybe we should think about alternatives to mass murder while there are still some of us left.
Moose Tracks comes from the fact I grew up in Maine, and heard tales of these creatures and how dangerous they are. After this story was first published, I heard even more tales. Makes you wonder...
Body English is a story I originally wrote when I was taking writing classes from Stephen King. He liked the tale, which was a bit gorier then. I've since scaled back the nasty, but hopefully leaving enough in there for your entertainment.
The Silver Web is a Cthullu-mythos tale, the brainchild of my friend Tom Chenelle. His passion for the tale was such that I had to write it up, and I think it adds to the classic canon of the world of the Lovecraft lovers.
And for the last tale, we have the first published story by talented writer Matthew Phoenix. This story was so well-liked by Necrotic Tissue, that they raised the pay scale for it to that of a professional. That is the highest compliment in the short story world of small markets. It's a fun little tale, with some sly humor to go along with the scary bits.
If you like these tales, please check out Halls of Horror #1, also available on Smashwords or
from a link on my website. Information about this and other titles: http://www.daletphillips.com
***
It seemed to Duval as if they had been marching for a thousand years. The sun beat down with a blistering heat as the patrol of French Regular Army soldiers made their way through the Vietnamese landscape. No one talked in the oppressive heat, not even for their favorite pastime of cursing the paratroopers of the Legion. Corporal Duval was sunburned and chafed from the long walk, and to amuse himself, thought up creative ways of killing the colonel who had sent them on this mission.
Duval looked up at the lieutenant, wondering when the man would call for a rest. He knew the lieutenant, an effete Parisian playboy in civilian life, couldn't last much longer. The lieutenant had joined the army because he had fed on romantic visions, and because he looked quite dashing in the uniform. Once in the service, he had realized his dreadful mistake. He now hoped for something heroic and not too sacrificial, perhaps a slight wound received while performing some act of unmitigated bravery. Enough for a medal or two before returning to the women of Paris and a life of comfortable uselessness.
The tired men would certainly get no rest from the sergeant. A petty criminal from the docks of Marseilles, he had killed two German soldiers just before the end of the last war. Though he shot them in the back when they tried to search his truckload of black-market goods, war made him a patriot and a hero. A vicious, street-tough brute, he was hated but feared by all the men in the patrol.
The enlisted men were a mixed lot. The French Army had taught them how to hold, clean, and fire a rifle, and how to march. None of them cared about the doomed French effort to cling to its colony. They were contemptuous of the locals, to them a strange, barbaric, little people, who only seemed to care about the rice crop which kept them alive.
Duval was the exception, the one who did not look down upon the people whose land they had invaded. He had even learned to speak Vietnamese. For that they made him a corporal. He came from a proud old military family who traced their ancestors back to the Normans of William the Conqueror. His father, older brother, and uncles had all fought in the Resistance, and he had missed out by being too young. Now he was taking his place in the family destiny, and hating every minute of it.
While the sergeant scouted ahead, the rest of the patrol shambled in a loose, undisciplined line. They sloshed through a rice paddy, passing a farmer with a water buffalo.
Duval reached down to pull a leech from his leg. He mopped perspiration from his face and shrugged his shoulders against the weight of the field pack. He wondered if all the wars his ancestors had fought in were this hard and filthy. His sweat-soaked clothing clung to him. He reached down to pull the shirt away from his skin, and was surprised when his fingers closed around something other than wet fabric. He looked down and saw small, interlocking metal rings where his shirt should be. Duval closed his eyes and shook his head. He reached down again, and felt the reassuring soggy army cloth. He wondered if the sun was getting to him, and took a long pull from his canteen.
They left the open ground and entered the jungle. Several of the men halfheartedly hacked a path through the jungle growth, following the trail of the sergeant. Duval swiped weakly at a vine and looked up at Moreau in front of him. Moreau was wearing some kind of leather armor, his bayonet was too long, and his helmet was now an odd shape. The landscape flickered and changed, showing trees that didn't belong in the jungle. Duval stumbled over a root, caught himself, and looked up once more. Things were back to normal.
Duval felt his forehead, but couldn't tell if he had a fever. He mentally reviewed what he knew of tropical diseases that caused hallucinations.
The lieutenant finally signaled a halt, and the men gratefully slumped to the ground, after first checking for snakes and booby traps. As the men sucked noisily from their canteens, Duval walked over to his superior, who sat a short distance away from the men.
"Lieutenant," he said quietly. The man looked up, exhaustion showing on his face.
"I think I have a fever. I'm seeing things."
"What things?"
Duval noticed Moreau staring at him. He shifted his weight, feeling foolish and uncomfortable.
"Odd things. Like strange trees. And Moreau holding a long machete or a sword."
"Go sit down," the lieutenant said wearily. "It's too hot."
Duval shrugged and walked away. He sat down and took a drink from his canteen. He smelled a strange scent, and sniffed the opening of the canteen, but it wasn't the water. He heard a whinny and recognized the smell of horses. What was happening? There were no horses in this part of Vietnam. He looked around to see if anyone else had heard it.
Only Moreau returned his gaze, eyes wide. He crawled on over to Duval. "You been seeing things, huh?" he asked.
Duval nodded.
Moreau looked around and licked his lips. "I been seeing some things too," he confided in a low voice.
"Why didn't you say something?"
"What good is it going to do?" Moreau shrugged. "He won't do anything," he nodded in the direction of the lieutenant. "And it'll just get us in trouble. That cochon of a sergeant would think we're playing sick and kick our ass."
"What did you see?" asked Duval.
"What you said. The trees were different, not like the jungle here. And I had a sword, and was wearing a kind of leather coat. It was weird."
"Did you smell horses? Did you hear them?"
"Yeah. What the hell is going on?"
"I don't know," admitted Duval. "But keep your eyes open."
Moreau nodded and moved away.
"Hey, where we going, anyway?" someone asked.
"Another merde village."
"This one's special," said Charette, a small, weasly man. "I heard about it back at headquarters."
"Why's that?"
"They had an interrogation team out there, and things got rough. They hurt some villagers, had to shoot a couple. There was some weird old guy there, a sorcerer they said, who put a curse on them all. They spread it around as a big joke, but the last guy from that team just died."
"Tell it to the Legion, Charette. They eat that crap with a short spoon."
"I'm telling you, it's true. Remember that guy from Lyon, stepped on the mine two weeks ago? He was one. And the one who just died from snakebite? He was the last. Eight in the patrol. All dead."
"Yeah, I heard something about that, too."
"You’ll burn in hell for telling lies. You really believe that stuff?"
"I'm just telling you what I heard."
"Hey, Duval, what about this witchcraft stuff?"
"Well, tribes like this have their own beliefs. The Montagnards, for example..."
"Sacre, sorry I asked, professor." The laughter rang out in the hot air.
"Cut the chatter." The sergeant had appeared out of nowhere and stood glaring at them. "If you got that much energy, I guess you can march. Get up."
The sergeant kicked savagely at a few booted feet that were slow to move. When Duval looked at him, he was startled to see the sergeant wearing a conical metal cap with a strip of metal that covered his nose. Duval had seen pictures of the Bayeaux Tapestry, and recognized it as a Medieval Norman helmet.
"What the hell are you staring at?" the sergeant snarled.
"I...nothing, sergeant." The odd helmet was suddenly gone, replaced with the regulation one they all wore.
"Do you have a problem, Duval?" the sergeant leaned in, very close. His eyes glittered, and Duval felt real fear.
"Nothing, sergeant, nothing at all. It's just the heat."
"You give me a hard time, you'll have more than heat to worry about. Alright, let's go!" He shouted to the others, and moved out to take his advance post. The rest of the men shuffled slowly into line. Duval looked around for his arrows, and frowned at not seeing them.
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