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Why do I love to read a scary story? Why do sweaty palms, a pounding pulse, and the sensation of something dangerous lurking just around the corner (or on the next page) give me a thrill?
I think it begins with my grandparents. Born in Appalachia in1900, and raised in the mountain hollows, they grew up in a culture brimming with myths, legends, and superstitions. To the mountain people, the nighttime forest teemed with spirits, creatures, and “haints” who were just as real to them as the I.R.S. is to us today.
Appalachia also enjoyed a rich tradition storytelling, and evenings on the front porch, or nights around the fire were my grandparents’ Stephen King novels and their on-demand horror films. Their folklore is filled with bad omens, haunted crossings, and sprits of the dead that still walk the earth.
I will never forget my grandfather’s stories of riding his horse home late in the evening, trying desperately to beat nightfall, lest he have to cross the bridge that everyone knew was guarded by an evil spirit. Sitting across the kitchen table from me, some sixty or more years after the fact, his hands still trembled and his voice quavered at the retelling. The fear was still fresh and real.
My grandmother had stories of her own, and she also believed that she had the occasional foretelling that came true (though she made enough predictions that some of them were bound to pan out.) What I remember the most was that, late in her life, she told me that she was visited at night by the spirit of an African American girl dressed in clothing from the late 1800’s, who stood at the foot of my grandmother’s bed night after night, not speaking, only staring at her. I dismissed it as merely a very vivid, recurring dream. Years later, I learned that the house in which she lived at that time was built in an area where freedmen once settled following the Civil War. They lived in poverty, and many, including children, died from exposure or malnutrition. Was it a ghost? The cynic in me doubts it, but the mere thought of it sets my heart pounding.
Scary stories are a part of my personal history and my family tradition, but they also appeal to the adventurous spirit inside me. Be it a story of the paranormal, or of the darkness that lurks in the hearts and minds of ordinary humans, reading such a story takes me into a realm in which through which I dare not journey in “real life.” The same restless spirit that fuels my action-adventure novels also draws me into a darker world of mystery and danger.
In this anthology, you will find many different takes on dark storytelling. It is my hope that they will carry you on your own journey into a world just a little scarier than our own.
Happy reading from all of us at Gryphonwood!
It’s not so much the dark that scares me out here. After all, what can the dark do to you? It’s the things that might be in the dark that scare me. The things that can hide until they’re right behind you. Or above you.
The trees are stark against the night, silhouettes on purple shadows. Sometimes, when the wind catches them, they seem to reach for me, gnarled and twisted fingers reaching for my throat. Long, bony, skeletal hands. The grass is long in this corner of the cemetery, and it too moves with the wind. It sways and nods, dancing to the rhythm of the breeze in hypnotic waves. The stones that I crouch behind are old and worn, the words lost to time, the names long forgotten. A cemetery this old must have some history, some interesting stories to tell. The oldest corner here where I lurk may have the most gripping stories of all, but perhaps I’d rather not know them while I’m still here.
I can’t help remembering the tale of Tam O’Shanter. Taking a short cut across a cemetery he was chased by the Devil himself. Tam’s horse saved him, galloping faster than the Devil could run, crossing running water at the Brigadoon. I have a much faster horse than Tam O’Shanter ever had, and the key is pressing its image into my palm now as I grip it like a lifeline. I’ve taken off my helmet; it’s sitting on the grass beside me. I can pull that on as I run if I need to. My jacket is still on and zipped up, stopping that sighing breeze from cutting in, and my gloves are in my pocket. If I have to run then my gloves can stay in my pocket. Cold hands are a small price to pay for getting away safely.
Of course, all this is assuming that I’m not a laughing stock, sitting here in the long grass of an old cemetery in the depths of the night. Looking at my watch I can see I have about another ten minutes to wait. Still, there’s no need to be a laughing stock. If nothing happens, then I won’t tell anyone that I was here. If something does happen, then… Well, I don’t know what I’ll do.
The girl that came staggering into the bar that night, torn and screaming, was so convincing, it’s hard to believe that she was making it all up. Maybe she was delusional. Maybe she was tripping. Mack was convinced that she was off her face, but I still maintain that was fear. She wouldn’t confirm or deny anything. She just shrieked and cried and begged us to lock her somewhere safe. Well, she never did calm down much and apparently she is locked somewhere safe now. I wish they’d let me in to see her. I’d love to talk to her again. Perhaps she’s a bit calmer now, perhaps more able to communicate what it really was that she saw. I can still hear her voice now, inside my head. She didn’t make much sense, but she kept repeating one thing, ‘The cemetery! It’s hell on earth!’ So dramatic, so clichéd, but her eyes were terrified when she said it. And she knew that most people there thought she was mad, you could tell she was aware of the ridicule. But she could see that I understood. She kept staring into my eyes so hard that it felt like her mind was inside my own. I still don’t know if I really heard the last bit, or if she said it directly inside my head. Maybe I just made it up myself, but it seemed so real. ‘See for yourself! Midnight on the next full moon!’ No one else seemed to hear, but it was clear to me. And when I left the bar that night I checked and the moon was full.
That was a month ago. Now it’s full again and it’s nearly midnight and I’m crouching in the long grass of this old, scary cemetery wondering if I’m an idiot or not.
What do I expect to see? What is a ‘hell on earth’ really? Her clothes had been torn and ragged, her hands were dirty, her fingernails torn and bleeding. She had certainly been through something, but what? What the hell was she doing in a cemetery at midnight anyway? She was a bit of a looker and seemed quite young. Maybe she was having a romantic meeting with a boyfriend. I know some people get a kind of perverse kick having sex in cemeteries. I can’t really see the attraction myself, but I guess there’s something gothic and exciting about it. It certainly wasn’t safe for her that night. Perhaps I should have told someone I was coming here. Maybe I should have at least left a note that my flatmate would find, in case something happens.
Man, what’s the matter with me? Sitting here in the night shadows of a graveyard wondering if I’ll ever see another dawn! Looking at my watch I can see that it’s past midnight now. I guess I am an idiot after all. I should just go back to my bike and pretend nothing happened. It’s pretty late.
But hang on. What’s that activity? I can hear voices and I can see what look like torch beams playing left and right through the headstones like searchlights in a prison movie. The voices are indistinct but there seem to be a few of them, male and female. And there’s another noise underlying the voices, like a moaning, keening sound. It must be the wind. No, it’s not the wind. It’s like a constant wail, like some tormented, agonised cry. Damn, it’s giving me the frights, what he hell is that noise?
The torch beams are converging on a point not far away from me and I can see a few people now too. They’re wearing some kind of robes, their faces are covered. They look a bit like Ku Klux Klan outfits, with the pointy hoods and all, but in black rather than white. I can tell a couple of them are female because I can see the swell of their chests in the robes and I can hear female voices. There’s eight people altogether. No, ten. What is that noise? It’s slicing through my head like an icy knife.
There’s three more people. That makes thirteen. What is this? Some kind of witchcraft? Some sort of Satanic gathering? Maybe that’s what the girl stumbled onto. Perhaps she discovered this Satanic bunch doing something unspeakable and ran away. Maybe they nearly caught her which is what left her torn and bloodied and scared out of her mind.
The wind is growing, whipping the tops of the trees around and the grasses are frantically headbanging to the whistling beat. The wind feels hot, not like the cool breeze of earlier on. And that noise is growing, that screaming, pain filled, wailing cry, like the voice of Death himself. It’s making me dizzy. What’s going on here?
Red light is swelling around the feet of the gathered, black cloaked group, like a scarlet mist rising. That noise is cutting through the fibres of my being, tearing at my ears like a hunting dog shaking a rabbit. The people are all reaching upwards, toward the full moon. They have things in their hands, things that look like daggers and knives, clubs and spikes. The red light is growing and the wind is increasing. It seems to be whipping around like a whirlwind, slamming past me every couple of seconds, dragging at my hair and swiping leaves and dust past me. A sideways rain of grit is battering my face, getting in my eyes. The red is rising and that wailing cry is becoming deafening. My mind is beginning to spin, I’m having trouble maintaining my balance against the wind. Now I can see more figures, dozens of them. They’re appearing from everywhere, popping up from behind headstones, staggering out from behind trees. Some of them are dressed in robes like the others, some are wearing regular clothes that are tattered, ragged. All of them are struggling against the wind, reaching up towards the moon. Now the original people, the sharp hoods of their robes whipping and snapping in the wind, are surrounding the newcomers. The daggers and clubs are flying and the people are being sliced and stabbed and battered. There’s mass murder happening out there!
Oh, my ears are about to burst! That sound, that light. It’s making me feel like I’m about to pass out, my vision is blurring, my body is becoming numb. My heart is pounding in my chest, I can hear and feel the blood rushing through my head. My legs feel like jelly as I stagger to my feet. The wind threatens to throw me over but I’m forcing myself headlong through the howling nightmare. I have to reach my bike. Just to the edge of the cemetery, over the broken fence and I’m there. Then I can fire up one thousand cubic centimetres of earthly power and get the hell out of here. No wonder that girl was so scared.
The wind seems a little less strong as I get away form the centre of the cemetery. The nearer to the edge I get the easier it is to run and that horrible, shrieking wail is less debilitating. It helps as I pull on my crash helmet, the foam and kevlar and fibreglass helping to dampen the sounds and stop the wind from tearing past my ears.
I can see the fence. I can see my escape. Over the fence and I’ll be able to see my bike. The fence is rickety and unstable but I have little concern for that right now. If I fall or if it collapses it won’t matter. I’ll still be past it, out of the cemetery.
The fence is kind and I’m over it, stumbling along the footpath. I can see my bike. Oh, thank goodness I can see my bike and I can feel the hard key in my hand, begging to be inserted and turned. I can’t wait to get away from this place, away from… There’s someone by my bike. Who the hell is that? It’s a girl. I can tell from the outline, her silhouette definitely feminine. I can see her hair lifting gently in the wind out here, far less ferocious than it was in the cemetery. My heart is still beating furiously, my hands trembling, my knees weak, but I have to get to my bike. She’s looking around now. Ah, she’s seen me! What’s that in her hand? It looks like a dagger, it’s blade wavy like a guttering flame. Oh man, I don’t want to have to beat up a girl. I’m close enough now to see her face. It’s her! It’s the girl from the bar, the crazed, terrified girl from the bar. I can hear Mack’s voice, ‘She’s off her face, man!’ echoing through my skull. I don’t care about her. I’ll knock her flat, get on my bike and get the hell out of here. That’s all that matters, I’ve got to get away from here. She’s saying something, but I can’t hear her through my helmet and the wind. She’s standing right beside my bike and I’m just about alongside her. My fingers feel swollen as I ball up a fist, raising my hand to strike her and she’s raising that wavy dagger.
My arm suddenly feels like lead, my legs threatening to collapse. I can see figures behind me, reflected in the mirror of my bike. I have no time to even turn around as they converge, grabbing my arms, my body, even my legs. I’m screaming and thrashing and kicking, but they have me fast. The girl is approaching me, the dagger raised high. Oh shit, I’m going to die! She’s saying something again. What is she saying? She’s leaning closer, smiling. That smile is pure malice. The hands holding me are gripping so tightly that it hurts. I think my bones are going to start breaking. Oh, man, it hurts! She’s leaning right into my face now, that dagger raised high above her head. And now I can hear her, as that dagger comes plunging down I finally hear her.
‘Curiosity kills another cat!’
The campfire’s flame sent shadows dancing across the camp director’s clean-shaven face, casting a sinister view, one perfect for the story he told.
“And poor Hobo Bob never saw the bus filled with campers coming around the curve. Didn’t hear it as he bent over to pick up a Pepsi bottle along the road for the nickel refund.”
This was Shawn’s second year as a camp counselor, and the ninth time he’d heard the tale. He stood behind the group of nine-year-olds in his cabin as they leaned closer, like all the other campers. Shawn smiled, knowing that shortly more than half would experience trouble getting to sleep. And more than a few of those would wake from nightmares. More so with the eight-year-olds than the ten to thirteen-year-olds.
Shawn began to wonder if they told the “Skull Face Tale” during the girls’ weeks at camp, but returned his focus to Mr. Glinka’s narrative as it neared the climax.
“A big thump told Old Bus Driver Agnes she’d hit Hobo Bob. No second bump or bounce indicated she’d run him over, so she peered through her thick glasses into the rearview mirror to see if Hobo Bob was just knocked aside and okay.”
With a nod, Mr. Glinka inserted authoritatively, “She was running behind schedule, you know.”
His vision panned across the wide-eyed boys. “‘Be quiet!’ Old Agnes yelled at the laughing bus-riding campers to no avail. Because of the noisy campers, she couldn’t hear Hobo Bob’s scream. Trapped in the wheel well, his face dragging across the pavement. Scraped to the bone.
“By the time the Old Agnes stepped on the brakes, there wasn’t anything left. No cheeks, no lips, no eyebrows. Only blood and bone.
“Finally, the bus stopped. Mad with pain, Hobo Bob rolled from the bus into the ditch, pressing what shreds of skin still clung to the bone against his face with his blood-soaked hands. He half stood and staggered into the weeds, toward the woods and was hidden from sight before Old Agnes hobbled out of the bus to look around.
“Now, as Hobo Bob crawled up the hill, his ears still worked fine. See, he never cared for campers. Always making fun of him and throwing things out the bus windows at him.”
A most deadly serious look covered Mr. Glinka’s face. “All he heard was campers laughing and cheering. See, the camp was within sight. But Hobo Bob didn’t know that. Poor injured Bob. In him hate and loathing grew. Bob thought the campers were laughing at him. Cheering for the bus driver, for causing his misfortune. And only on her deathbed a year later, did Old Agnes ever mention that she’d saw blood on the road, leading into the woods.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/27901 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!