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From The Publisher
Welcome to the premiere issue of Horror In Words Magazine,
an independent publication specializing in promoting the
terrorific imaginations of some of the best writers associated
with the genre.
Before you begin to read, I must warn you. These pages are
haunted. Brace and prepare yourself for a journey through
worlds in which the undead lurk in the darkness, a mad
scientist re-defies the laws of mortality, a man comes to terms
with what he really is, and the real reason why children are
scared of their bedroom closets.
These are only glimpses at what awaits you inside this
exciting debut issue of the best underground literary horror
magazine this side of hell.
This is only the beginning...

Dennis Smithers, Jr.
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EASE OR CHALLENGE?
By:
Jacob Richardson

What's the point of nightmares? Why do people have them? I get that
sometimes when a person watches a horror movie the ghouls, goblins, bloodsuckers, and specters
feasting on brains can work their way into one's subconscious. Sometimes something small, like a
spider landing in someone's lap during the middle of dinner, is enough fuel to propel a dream
teeming with mutated arachnids. There are endless triggers, but what's the point, really?
Some think of dreams as a training ground. They say that how you act in that contorting
illusory world is a gauge to how you would behave if a similar situation were to occur in the real
world. How prepared you are for that job interview? How you would greet a long lost best
friend? What would you whisper in the ear of your unattainable love if you had the chance?
Dreams, some believe, hold the answer.
These same people are also prone to believe that nightmares- the dark fears buried deep
within- serve the same general purpose. How else would you know the way you'd handle yourself
if muggers were chasing you down a dark alley? A nightmare spent groping through a dark
basement while a psychopath stalks you with a hunting knife might offer some insight to your
stress management skills.
This idea, this boot camp of terror, I liked it. I was comforted with this theory because I've had
what I feel has been more than a fair share of dusks to dawns brimming over with the truly
petrifying. Grotesque bodily harm, violent family homicides, falling helplessly from unimaginable
heights, whatever it was I always made it through. For a while it seemed that every blurry
morning- after clearing away the goo from my eye, licking away the bitter residue from a chewed
up sleeping pill caught between my teeth, and downing glasses of water to wash away a
hangover- I could add another lesson in mental combat to my arsenal.
I held this belief without real trial. No demonic lions ever chased me through the Serengeti. A
giant serpentine monster never shot tentacles through my apartment window. As a result I had the
feeling of invincibility that had never truly been tested coursing through my veins. Others might
have the same naïve bravado which is why I'm writing this account. This courageous wherewithal
held firm for years until the time that a real nightmare- an actual haunting- somehow escaped the
confines of the strictly hallucinogenic and materialized in the flesh. Rotting flesh to be exact. If
you are someone who holds strong faith about your valor without ever having it truly tested let
me tell you right now: when you're actually being chased by a zombie all that knowledge you
think you've retained from nightmares is gone.
I found this out late one night not too long ago. I was drunk, walking through a park in a
neighborhood I once lived in. I had an apartment a few blocks away but for many reasons things
evolved and I moved to a different part of the city. When I was living by the park I didn't enjoy
much of my time there. I lost someone special and the days in that old neighborhood turned into
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an embarrassing haze of alcoholic abuse, pill popping, and mental deterioration. I blame myself
for the degradation, not the girl. She had to go to a city that offered more. In this sense her
departure was logical. Despite the rationality behind her motives I still protested but of course it
all was for naught. She left in the pursuit of a better life and I couldn't follow. Holding onto her
was like clutching sand. After losing her I found my grip was strong enough to hold firmly onto
liquor bottles and beer cans. They could stay in my grasp for as long as I wanted. Not only that
but they (along with some fantastic little blue sleeping pills) also made sure the bad thoughts left
in her wake were kept at bay.
I had cut away the world in the aftermath. Phone calls went unanswered. Emails were deleted.
Social outings went the way of the dinosaur. I was alive, but not a part of society. This was not
depression. It was decomposition. The only thing I allowed in my cloudy purgatory was a stocked
liquor cabinet. The muffled rattle of sedatives in my pocket followed wherever I went.
Much like any dream or nightmare the emotion slowly faded and I returned to some vague
form of normalcy. I siphoned off the booze and stopped munching on the blue time travel tablets.
I went to the gym. I reconnected with friends. I was stirring, waking up again, but still groggy. To
help my new lease on life I also found a new place to live.
I didn't move far, but also wasn't terribly close to my old spot. Not close enough to pop by this
park on a whim. The night of the attack I had to have been there for a purpose but I can't
remember what it could be. All I do know is that while I walking through the park it didn't feel
right. Familiar but not right, like sleeping with an ex-lover.
Stumbling down a gravel path the temperature plunged a good ten degrees from the street
which was only about 30 feet away. With each step a singeing foulness arose inside me. It was a
beautiful night but none of it registered. I was blind to the soft moonlight cutting translucent
white beams through the interlaced bare branches above my head and deaf to the chilly wind
howling past my ears. I recall only looking at my tattered shoes as and despising myself for the
thoughts I was forcing myself to dig up.
I was thinking about old times, better times, when she was still around. For many long months
I had been deep in the process of burying her. Her face had been reduced to a beige smudge until
a of couple weeks beforehand. After almost a year of radio silence she sent me a letter out of the
blue. It was nothing major but just knowing she was somewhere out there alive and growing into
a better person without me threw me into a tailspin. I immediately went back to alcohol as a
silencer to my brain and was getting drunk every evening. In the middle of the night I was often
startled awake. Although I'd be panting and sweating rarely could I feel a heartbeat when I would
put a hand on my chest. Because of one letter I was undoing a lot of good work.
The frustration that was mounting as I kept going deeper into the park made me all the more
insistent to keep marching forward. Popping a couple sleeping pills I kept in my wallet for
emergencies I continued to dig up the past I had run from. It doesn't make sense that I would
want to revisit those memories but on that one night I somehow felt it was deserved.
Before being in the park only a couple clear flashbacks come to mind. Maybe I can't remember
because of shock. I'd never been in shock before but in all the hospital shows I've seen
forgetfulness is a common side effect. I remember being in a bar with friends. They had dragged
me out, maybe for a birthday celebration? It was something I still had a strong disdain for so I
relented at first. Although the desire to see friends again still hadn't been fully resurrected I felt
that going out would be a good distraction.
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The scene inside the bar was comically surreal. It was crowded and a midget couple was
making out heavily near the corner I was squeezed in at. I barely participated in any conversation.
The more I veered away from my friends the more I focused on the midgets. I could hear little
moans and the sound of the woman's little nails scratching at the belt holding up the little man's
little pants. He made little thrusts, rubbing his crotch against the outside of the girl midget's little
thigh. The exhibitionism was a little disturbing but I found myself getting a little turned on. I tried
not to look directly at them yet still snuck long, lurid gazes in my periphery. It felt wrong being so
voyeuristic. To stop I finished my beer, excused myself for the restroom, downed a Jack-andCoke at the bar on my way there, sucked down a gin-and-tonic on the way back, and returned to
the table with a full pint in hand. I forced myself to face forward, away from the little pornography
brewing next to me, and threw out a couple witty contributions to the conversation that seemed
to appease anyone worried about me.
After only a few minutes my attention floated away from the circle again and became fixated
on a woman across the bar facing the opposite direction. She had short-cropped hair that showed
off a smooth, sexy neck. The lobes of her ears were delicate droplets and dangling from each was
a cool blue sapphire earring. I imagined that she smelled of jasmine. The auburn dress she had on
was backless. Why? I had no idea. The entire canvas of her back was covered by a giant dark
purple scab. Every time she moved flakes of skin the size of half dollars would break off and fall
to the ground. A small pile of thin, brittle slivers was growing at her feet. The cracking wound
was packed with large gelatinous warts. Shaking around inside each slimy womb was a coil of
black bacteria. All I could think to ask myself was why she was wearing a backless dress. Was she
daring people to look? Was she proud of her damage or had she caved in to the overwhelming
domination of her disfigurement and let that be her identity?
A desire to grab the scab, to rip it from her back came into my head. I wanted to tear it off and
caress the raw skin underneath while gently kissing her neck. Friends were talking to me but I
could barely respond. I dug desperately in my pocket, found half of a sleeping pill, and ate it like
candy. It was right about then that I decided to leave. Or I think I decided to leave. That's when
my memory really takes a nosedive. A couple people who were there told me I slurred something
about going to buy more beer at the store and shambled out of the bar. From my recollection I
went from being utterly enraptured by the scab on the woman's back to mechanically forcing my
way down a dark path in the park.
And that's when the zombie appeared.
When it slinked out of the shadows my muscles became as taut as steel cables. My brain
spiked, frantically pushing out waves of hormones. At first I couldn't believe how fast the zombie
was closing in but then realized it wasn't. I was moving slow. I tried to run but it felt like my legs
had anvils tied to each ankle. Then there was my sight. Even though it was the middle of the
night, I couldn't seem to open them any more than just a mere squint. Nothing was functional.
The inevitability of capture wilted me with fright. I was like a shattered puzzle hastily being put
together in a pitch black room.
The zombie was on me in no time. I barely noticed the sound of its dead, rotting feet thumping
on the ground or the wretched moan bellowing from its slack mouth. My one sensation, as I
whiffed the rank odor of worm-eaten flesh, was the horror that came when I felt with certainty
that this zombie was a heaving representation to something even more evil. Beneath rage and
guilt, the mother of frustration and creator of jealousy was the universal plague
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that spawns all malevolence. Fear. Fear was the crutch and the confidant, the whisper of
weakness. The zombie was the ambassador to this malicious vacuum. When the decomposing
behemoth wrangled me into its cold, spongy arms it was this morbid dread tightening around me.
Sometimes things that you had stopped believing in can return to haunt you. Things that you
thought you had buried away can still find a way out of their caskets to reclaim their domination.
This zombie attack was the manifestation to an unwanted resurrection of my own making. I gazed
past the zombie, at the Fear that pulled its strings and wondered, where did you come from? What
escape did you achieve?
There are a couple of behaviors in nature that are so inherent in every living creature that
during the course of an academic life no one can escape examining the deep meaning of such
synchronicities. One example is the "fight or flight" response. You'll hear it in psychology,
philosophy and science classes for sure. Hundreds upon thousands of studies have been performed
on all walks of life based on this conditioned reaction because it is built into the fiber of every
DNA strand. Basically, when a test subject is put into a life or death situation it will assess the
threat and determine whether their probability of survival is larger if it stands its ground (fight) or
runs away (flight). The endocrine system will being pumping out specific chemicals. Then, a
separate chain of events will follow after the decision has been made.
But there's a step after that- a sequel- that I've yet to read a study on. I call it "ease or
challenge". In the "fight or flight" scenario, the subject under stress is always under the
assumption that one of those choices has better odds for them waking up the next morning. But
what if the probability of survival was zero? What if you believe wholeheartedly that you are
going to die? No matter if it's from a homicidal lunatic with a gun pointed at your head or a
quick-burning terminal infection without an antidote, what would you do? Would you make your
peace, resign to the inescapable net of death, and relax your neck on the Grim Reaper's scythe? Or
would you thrash around like an electrified ball of barbed wire until your killer spends every iota
of its own strength polishing you off? Ease or challenge?
When the zombie grabbed me I told myself, "This is it. I am about to die." There was no
debate, no petition, no appeal. The governor was not going to call. I wasn't upset just confused. I
never thought I would run into a cannibalistic zombie during my drunken stroll down memory
lane. I had signed on for nothing more than replaying poisonous memories while letting the
substances I ingested slowly work their numbing magic. But there it was, a living dead fury, and I
had to accept the reality of the situation.
After letting this all soak in (over the course of mere seconds) it still came down to "ease or
challenge". I almost threw in the towel. Wouldn't that have been more time efficient? Like the
name says, it would've been so easy. Why bother fighting? It wasn't because I thought I could
overpower the zombie. It wasn't because I thought that if I held out long enough a dog on the
hunt for dangling strips of sour meat would come along and save me. It certainly wasn't because I
thought I was going to live.
So, why bother? Because, until there was no more life in my body it was still my body. I
wanted the Fear to know that. I worked hard to get to that point in my life, the point where I was
coming back from the brink of collapse. It was while I had tripped into a pit of relapse that this
wickedness wanted to invade, like a lion pouncing on a lame gazelle. It was a cowardly act of the
Fear and I wanted to make it work for its capture.
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I think the Fear knew I was going to rebel. It started speaking to me, not as an enemy but as a
friend. Never feel pain again, the zombie whispered in my ear under its hot breath. Could I throw
away such a temptation? The easiest part of this struggle would not have been to give up and die,
to have the zombie rip my arms out of their sockets and twist my back until the spinal cord
snapped into flaying wet strings. The easiest part would be to accept the offer. The idea of an
archaic simplicity danced in my head. Apathy could annihilate the wrenching complexities of
obligations, possessions, even love. It would be like floating in an ocean on a distant planet,
utterly relaxing and shockingly sterile.
Now the zombie was a temptation- holding me warm and safe while simultaneously ripping me
apart- offering me a place back in its pantheon of the numb. For a second, which felt like a
season, my arms dropped. Forget pettiness. Forget squabbles. Forget love. I could live in a
constant state of now. The past would be gone and the future would no longer be a concern. That
was the problem I couldn't reconcile. If there was no tomorrow to hold onto what would be the
reason for all the toil of the past? Though I did not want to be defined by the past I did need it.
And that's why I chose to challenge.
I had to strike but of course that was easier said than done. The zombie had grabbed my head
and lifted me a good two feet off the ground. First, I bit hard on the gray hand clutching my face.
I heard a stifled grunt and a ball of squirming maggots nesting under the pallid skin burst into my
mouth. I bit harder. Past the tattered flesh, the insect larvae, and the stringy muscle fiber a curdled
pus filled my mouth. It tasted like rotten eggs and old fish left out in the sun. There was so much
of this slime gushing out I had to swallow it in mouthfuls to keep from choking. This soup of bile
and stale blood lathering over my tongue…I liked it. My God, I liked it! I felt vampiric, bolstered
in strength with each gulp. It was the Fear was still tempting me, showing me I could be as sweet
inside if I surrendered.
I shook this off and thrust to life again. Perhaps it was the alcohol making judgments but I did
not want my tombstone to read: He found a shortcut. I felt an obligation to grit through whatever
may come in this lonely park, in this lonely city, in this lonely body. All the disappointments, the
shortcomings, the struggles, the losses, the frustrations, they're all part of the test that makes the
final reward worthwhile. This zombie was no nightmare, just a lame fantasy.
I bite down on the hand again with a viselike grip until the zombie's thumb breaks off in my
mouth. It feels like a cold piece of wet sausage on my tongue. Ignoring the delicious taste I spit it
out. The patch of grass it lands on turns brown. I wrestle one of my hands free and reach behind
me, grabbing the back of the zombie's head. My fingers sink easily into the soft flesh and bore
through the crumbling skull plates. Using all the energy I can muster I dig deeper into the head.
Liquefied brain tissue runs down my arm, caking my chest in a briny slime. I pull harder.
Fragments of skull break away and cut deep into my fingers as I tear through the zombie's face.
Slicing through the side of the head I rip apart the weak connective tissue and tendons. An eyeball
spurts out of its socket leaking a milky discharge on top of my head. As I keep tearing a vicious
satisfaction wells up inside. My hand shears away what's left of its cheek and locks onto the
jawbone. With an explosion of power I rip the jaw out its hinges, leaving the zombie without the
lower half of its face. The black, shriveled tongue, now unsupported, drops like a dead slug on my
shoulder.
The zombie finally drops me and stumbles backwards. Sharp hissing sounds start shooting out
from the destroyed valves and gaskets of its mangled neck. Crouching down and utterly
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exhausted I turn to see this creature, just seconds ago my judge, jury, and executioner now
transformed into a pathetic hollow of a ghost gasping for…what? Life? A second chance? What
could something undead truly pray for as it slips back into the morbid crevice it rose from? Did it
feel remorse? Was it angry for not succeeding at recruiting me?
As the zombie slowly collapsed to the ground, like a diseased tree fallen by time, I am
inexplicably saddened. This was not the triumph I felt after waking unscathed from a beautifully
deranged nightmare. I was not brimming with pride at my heroism. While I had preserved myself I
also felt that the zombie was not to blame. His end did not come from fatal wounds but from my
refusal to its generosity.
Before I could take more than a couple steps I fainted out of sheer mental and physical
exhaustion. I just fought a goddamn zombie, for Christ's sake. When I woke up it was still night.
The moonbeams still struck down just as brightly as before. The wind still sang in my eyes.
Getting my wits about me I registered my own injuries. They were massive. I raised my hand from
a pool of blood. Ironically my own thumb had been ripped from its socket and dangled lifelessly
next to my wrist. A flurry of small, deep cuts circled around the base. The back of my head was
bleeding as well and I found a couple tufts of my own hair in the grass. The side of my face was
lined with four deep scratches, presumably from the zombie's nails. Even worse, my jaw was
dislocated.
I was the winner but didn't feel like one. The zombie had vanished, absorbed back to where it
came from but I had been branded by what almost was and what still could be. If another zombie
will come some day I don't know. They attack when given the opportunity.
Some nights, after drinking a little bit, I go back to the park and stand guard. With some liquid
courage in a paper bag next to me I crouch in the shadows so that the next time one of those
beasts appears I can have the upper hand. On a couple occasions when I've seen someone else
walking down the path I step out. I want to ask if they've seen anything weird, but never know
exactly how to begin my question. How do you ask someone if they've noticed a zombie walking
around? The few times I've done this I end up standing there awkwardly, unable to speak, until
the person turns around and scurries away. I want to catch them but always end up stopping after
a few steps. Maybe next time I can find the words. Maybe next time I can find someone else who
knows what I'm talking about. I now hope for worse nightmares every night, to prepare me better
for the next zombie that finds me walking alone late some night. Until then I'll be in that park with
my liquor, waiting and protecting.
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