
ISSUE  #20 20. 11. 2015

Gothic Tales



In This Issue
 
Gothic NaNoWriMo Heroes - Valery Riddle and Ana Marija Meshkova

An Incident in Hooverville - Tony Dews

And the Devil Came Down to NaNoWriMo - Wendy Van Camp

Chaos Moon - Thea Gilchrist 

Dark Nursery Rhymes for Misguided Children - Daniel S. Liuzzi

Dark Portals - Ian Milisted

Dead Woman’s Hand - Brian Barr

Interview with Mason Burgess
                                                                                                                                                       

Horror Competition Winners

Jack in the Box - Baylea Hart

Gardener’s Delight - April Jane Rowan

The Dead Angel - Ro McNulty
                                                                                                                                                       
Midnight Visitors - Esther Olson

Quest for Knowledge - Christopher Jackson-Ash
                                                                                                                                                       

Review Corner

Cinema Obscura - Masque of The Read Death (1964) - by Jeff Durkin
                                                                                                                                                      
Tales for the Ferryman part 10 - Pete Sutton

The Curse of Anansi - Thomas Parker

The Ghost of Newstone Hill - Lyra Shanti

The Haunting  - Druscilla Morgan

The Heart Above Her Name - M.L. John

The Huntress part 16 - Ana Marija Meshkova

Trouble at the Docks part 18 - Jim King

4

6

11

13

14

15

16

22

25

25

33

40

44

47

53

53

56

60

64

70

80

85

92

All work submitted assumes that the Creator agrees to grant to the Publisher permission to include the Work in Far Horizons Magazine. This use of the 
Work pertains to non-exclusive rights, in the English language, to publish the Work, in Electronic and Print-On-Demand formats. 

The Creator retains copyright of the Work; the Publisher retains copyright of the Magazine. Copyright credit will be listed in all editions. The Creator 
warrants that he or she is the author and sole owner of the Work that it is original and contains no matter unlawful in its content, that it does not violate the 

rights of any third party, and that the Work is not in the public domain. 
Creators will have approval of all edits and proofs before publication, and may provide a short biography to be included in the magazine. 

The parties involved (the Publisher and the Creator) acknowledge that each has read and understood this contract.



> CAPTAIN’S TRANSMISSION
> ENTER DATA DATE: 20/11/2015
> ENTER STARDATE: 5672.0
> ENTER VESSEL NAME: SS FAR HORIZONS
> ENTER TRANSMISSION:

From the Captain’s Chair:

Well another month has rolled around! Within this issue, we have the winners of the Bristol Horror Con’s 
writing contest, chosen by the editorial and publishing team here at Far Horizons! http://bristolhorrorcon.
weebly.com/

Congratulations to our winners: “Jack in the Box” by Baylea Heart – Overall winner. “Gardener’s Delight” 
by April Jane Rowan – 1st runner up. “The Dead Angel” by Ro McNulty – 2nd runner up. Each story is a very 
different take on the theme of horror but all are set in Bristol, England. “Jack in the Box” is sure to strike 
fear in anyone who has spent time with a child. “Gardener’s Delight” will give you mycophobia, and “The 
Dead Angel” is a thrilling take on just what could happen.

We’re hitting November with a bit of a gothic theme running, dark castles, scary situations and awesome, 
awesome darkness abound! It’s also National Novel Writing Month around the globe with many authors 
sweating over word counts, plot bunnies digging holes in their stories, and character development that 
keeps you awake all night long! Good luck to all those who are participating, and I’m sure we’ll see some 
fantastic novels coming out soon that were borne of NaNoWriMo madness! What lies beyond the far 
horizons? Dare to find out? Read on dear readers! Read on!
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Setting:
 It’s a harsh world we live in, 
having to manage 9-to-5’s, 

housework, and social life. But 
the brave ones that stand high also 

commit themselves to writing 
over 1.5 thousand words a day in 
the dreary month of November.

Protagonist: 
Depriving themselves of sleep and 

food, surviving on coffee only, 
writers sit in their dark corners, 
creating something so beautiful 
and fragile, they feel like gods. 

Villain: 
It looms on the horizon. It follows 
them in their dreams. They see it 
in every picture, read it in every 

article. Cats sing it in the street at 
three am. 50,000 words. That or 

nothing.

Gothic NaNoWriMo Heroes
by Valery Riddle and Ana Marija Meshkova

Participating in NaNoWriMo this month? Aren’t you just the hero that stands before a mighty obstacle 
they need to overcome? Sometimes the pressure is too much to bear, but you must persevere. 

A hero? But that means… you must be a main character of a book! Your book. Just what kind book is it, 
exactly? Is there any hope at the end of it?
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Roadblock:
Don’t even try to stop. If you 

let yourself pause for a second, 
you’ll miss your daily goal! And 

then regrets! Doubts! Writer’s 
block! They are just waiting to 

snatch your muse while you go to 
the kitchen to refill your cup.

Suspense: 
Do you know what the catch is? 

You won’t know until the last day 
if you can make it or not. Any 

day can be a turning point to the 
better, or to the worse! And it’s 
entirely up to you if your story 

has a happy ending.

Goal:
Just imagine what it will be like 
to hold the finished first draft in 
your hands on the first day of 

December. Just close your eyes 
and bask in the thought. Now 

stop daydreaming and get back to 
work.

To everyone brave enough to go through with this challenge this one month in a year - you 
can do it. Whatever your story may be, you can win over every obstacle.

But what waits for you in the end? A reward? 
Or perhaps a sequel?
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An Incident 
in 

Hooverville
By Tony Dews

So you want to hear the story do you kid? 
Something to fill a space in your college paper huh? 
Something for a laugh I guess, or so you can get your 
byline in print? Well, here goes and I don’t mind if 
you don’t believe me. Most don’t, apart from kooks 
and lunatics. Guess that’s just the way it goes. Got 
your mic ready? Here goes nothing huh?

 
Hoovervilles were everywhere back in the 

Depression, in every city and damn near every town 
of any real size in the country. We called them that 
after President Hoover who started the dad-blamed 
mess. Ours was just south of Denver alongside the rail 
line. Not much passed along that line, five or six trains 
a day both ways I recall, full of freight and people 
looking for something better. Of course to jump them 
you’d need to get them at the yard before they started 
out or were moving real slow. Dodging the railroad 
dicks was the tricky part, they were mean, cursed men, 
down on their luck too and happy enough to take it out 
on those lower on the pecking order than them.

 
You could jump a freight by our camp if you 

were lucky or keen enough. Up the slope and just 
about level with the camp was the best place to try, 
they were moving slow after huffing and snorting up 
the incline that ran about a mile or so. It was there 
they were going slowest and there was just enough 
brush for cover to hide so you weren’t seen. Old 
Willie reckoned he was going to give it a shot one day. 
Been here long enough was what he said as he hauled 
his ass, his bedroll, and what else he could carry up 

the slope between the camp and the line to wait for the 
next freight.

 
 While it was running slow he heaved his 

bedroll up and over his head into an open door on the 
third carriage. Then he grabbed hold of the floor and 
started to heave himself up. He was laughing fit to 
bust and I heard him say he would see us all in hell 
or heaven, whichever place the good Lord thought fit. 
But then he lost his grip and fell on the tracks and that 
old train just rolled over his legs and sliced them off 
at the knees as clean and neat as you please. We called 
him Legless Willie after that until he died just over a 
year later.

 
There was near three hundred of us living 

there and they were folks from all over and all kinds 
too. Stockbrokers, farmers, clerks, families, bankers, 
lawyers or salesmen, they all ended up in Hooverville. 
We were a family and we lived in a place that was 
as much a state of mind as anything else. We lived 
there and we’d watch the freight trains roll on past, 
dreaming of being on one of them one day. We were 
the biggest damn family in the world and we looked 
out for each other.

 
Hoovervilles had a way of finding the same in 

people you know what I’m saying? We were all the 
same in there and until that night in ‘32 I expected 
us to stay that way too but fate deals a different hand 
when it pleases. For a few weeks up to that night the 
weather had been so hot you could shove a hotplate in 
the sun and fry eggs and bacon. Getting water was the 
hardest thing, we’d been hard at it trying to get enough 
to make a coffee and help rinse the latrine buckets in 
the cesspit—and the stench from that sure blistered 
your nose hairs but we got used to it, we always did.

 
The hot spell was straight from the depths of 

hell and I reckon the freights hauling up that incline 
felt it. The world wasn’t fit for man nor beast, nor 
machinery and they struggled up that grade and hissed 
with relief when they made it. At night you could see 
the lights glowing and the sparks shooting from the 
wheels like Old Nick had a foundry running overtime. 
Couldn’t get me a coffee could you son? I’d ask for a 
beer but the staff here would steal it.
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Now, where was I? I remember, I remember 

everything and don’t you go thinking otherwise. My 
memory ain’t gone all doolally like a lot of folks my 
age apart from forgetting how I got from my bed to 
the can and what I was supposed to be doing there. I 
remember that night like it was yesterday. A cold wind 
blew in from the north and it dropped the temperature 
in its tracks just like a deer if you hit it right.

 
Now understand son this ain’t no pansy-ass 

memory like you get from people who reckon some 
alien has taken them into a spaceship to probe their 
asses. My daddy didn’t raise no bullshit merchants. 
We lived outside of Sacramento and Daddy was a 
factory worker, worked all the shifts he needed to so 
we could have food on the table. I was born in 1910, 
just before the Great War that Daddy was too old to 
go to. Mom died from the flu just after the war ended 
in 1918. Daddy lost his job just after the Depression 
began and killed himself six months after that. I 
found him hanging from the rafters in the barn. I was 
nineteen going on twenty and after he died I left the 
place and took to the road. Late ‘30 I found myself in 
Hooverville and that’s where I was when it all went 
down.

 
So I ain’t one for making shit up you 

understand that. I was twenty-two that night, one 
of the elders of the camp for all that’s worth. It was 
bone cold and all the fires we had going didn’t help. 
We were huddled around a brazier drinking coffee 
when we heard the train coming up the slope with 
the wheels skidding and slipping on the rails. We 
could tell when the trains were struggling so a few 
of us decided to go and have a look. Would it have 
been different if we hadn’t? I don’t know and anyway 
what’s done is done.

 
There were six of us that walked out of the 

camp and up to the track. Soon enough we got to the 
spot where the track levelled out and down the line 
we could see the light, wavering a little back and 
forth. It was coming slow, smoke billowing out of the 
stack and blotting out the stars before it blew away. 
It was eerie standing there watching it get closer 
like that old B-movie shtick where you see someone 

running towards the camera and they never seem to 
get any closer and then BAM! they’re right on top of 
you. It came on, inexorable, and you just knew it was 
going to make it, nothing in this world would stop 
it. It was Lou that said it was inexorable, he was an 
educated man and had run a store in Boulder. Hattie, 
who’d cried for a week after Legless Willie died, was 
there too, along with Sidney Meyrick who’d been 
a stockbroker, Elmore Rosen, who was the  head of 
one of the Okie families trying to get home, Johan 
Breekman, who never said anything of himself, and 
me.

 
The lamp on the front wasn’t bright, barely 

enough to cover twenty yards in front of it. It looked 
like a cat’s eye and I’d swear that there was a darkness 
in the middle of it that you couldn’t see straight on, 
you had to turn away and look out of the corner of 
your eye to see it. It was like it didn’t want you to 
know it was there. I couldn’t help but shiver while I 
watched and it wasn’t the cold that caused it. I sure 
didn’t reckon that standing next to that line on that 
night watching a train come up the slope was the best 
place to be. Lou said it must have felt like that to Jason 
when he saw the Cyclops coming out of his cave. Lou 
was fond of quoting the classics especially over a plate 
of soup beans and bacon.

 
That train looked old. Elmore said it was an 

old 4-4-0 like they ran in the 1860s on the Union 
Pacific and they hadn’t been running for forty years or 
more. He said it didn’t look good to him, not good at 
all, no sir. Me? I can’t tell one train from another but 
after he said that I had to agree with him. We all did 
when I come to think on it. And as it got closer we got 
to hearing it, we’d heard it in the camp but standing 
up there by the line we couldn’t hear squat. Wasn’t no 
reason not to hear it but we didn’t until it got real close 
and I’d swear on my mother’s grave that was the case. 
There’s a line in a poem by Keats I think, Darkling I 
listen and we all were listening right enough but heard 
nothing.

 
Yeah, you can shake your head and wonder 

if I’ve gone mentally AWOL but I haven’t. Not only 
didn’t we hear it but we didn’t notice that that we 
hadn’t heard it. It was like it was normal not to hear a 
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train pulling up that incline. Come to think on it now 
I’m not so sure we didn’t hear it from the camp but 
felt it. Makes no sense but that’s the best way I can put 
it. We felt that train coming and we went to the line 
like we was called. Lou hawked up a wad of chewing 
tobacco onto the ground as that train pulled over the 
crest and agreed with Elmore as how he didn’t like 
this one bit.

 
We were standing there by the line and as 

it topped the crest it let a blast of its whistle go that 
would have woke the dead. Hattie made as if she 
was going to run back to the camp but she didn’t, she 
stood there with the rest of us. I watched her half turn 
then turn back and that was when the engine pulled 
alongside us and when I tried to look into the cab I 
couldn’t see anything.

 
And then the damnedest thing, that train 

started to slow down like it was picking up passengers 
at a station. It hauled itself to a stop in less than fifty 
yards with no squealing or locking a wheel. When it 
finally stopped the smokestack blew a gout of smoke 
as steam hissed out of the pistons and then there was 
nothing but silence, us, and a train the like of which 
hadn’t been seen for forty years. 

 
That train sure gave us all the jitters and I was 

about ready to fill my britches. Lou was just standing 
there chewing on that wad of tobacco. He asked 
Elmore if he was right in saying that it was an old 
Union Pacific 4-4-0 and Elmore said that was right 
but the details were off, the stack was the wrong shape 
and it was too long. And it didn’t have no markings on 
it, not on the engine or the boxcars it was pulling, 

 
Now most freight trains had a mix of carriages 

for whatever was being hauled but not this one, it only 
had boxcars and not many of them at that. We went 
down one side and up the other and there were only 
eight and when Elmore rapped on the side of one of 
them it echoed and I tried the next one and that echoed 
the same and we were all certain that the train was 
carrying nothing and on top of that there was nobody 
riding it. Not a train went along the rail that wasn’t 
carrying its share of riders but not that train, it was 
like it was shunned.

 
The train sat there hissing a little steam like it 

was breathing. It was Hattie that said that she couldn’t 
see into the boxcars. Boxcars were built cheap, just 
a box to stop whatever was inside from falling out, 
and they all had gaps between the slats big enough to 
let enough wind through to freeze you solid on cold 
nights, but these were sealed up so tight a flea couldn’t 
crawl inside. Then Hattie said we ought to check the 
engine, maybe we could see someone there. I didn’t 
think it was likely but I held my peace and we went up 
to have a look. I was right, the cabin was closed off, 
sealed up like the boxcars and as black as Hades on 
top of it. It was about then that I realized that the one 
thing that really struck me was the blackness of the 
train. Sure it was night and black as pitch for the most 
part but there were stars out and a quarter moon low 
on the horizon but that train was another magnitude of 
black again.

 
You know how black can reflect light, a glint 

here and there when the light catches it but not this 
train. It was like it absorbed all the light that hit it. 
They talk of black holes and stuff these days and I 
don’t know what all about them but I reckon that train 
was like one of them in the way it sucked the light out 
of the sky. The black of that train was so intense it hurt 
the eyes and made you want to look away. I reckon 
the best way to explain what it was like to look at, was 
absence. It was an absence in the world waiting for 
something to fill it.

 
Johan said we ought to be getting back to 

camp, he couldn’t look at it no more and we all agreed 
but we still stood there. Eventually I dragged my eyes 
off it, grabbed Johan and started back to camp,he came 
along easy enough and the others followed. We went 
back to camp and we left the absence behind us. There 
was nobody awake when we got back and that suited 
me just fine, I didn’t want to be asked no damn fool 
questions about where we’d been and the fewer people 
who knew about that train the better. But when I 
looked at my watch it was almost three in the morning 
and the train had come up the slope about nine or a 
bit later. We’d been up there for near on six hours and 
it felt like forty-five minutes. I didn’t sleep well that 
night.



9

 
No sleep doesn’t help a man wake up well the 

next morning and I found the others in much the same 
mood as I was. We gathered around the nearest fire, 
drank coffee and agreed to say nothing about the train. 
Of course we wanted to get up the hill and have a look 
but we didn’t do that either. We knew what we’d see 
and fear of that kept us away so we got through the 
day with shaking hands and jangling nerves hoping 
the folks would leave us to ourselves and they did. 
And then the Sun went down and we waited for the 
train to move off and find somewhere else to stay but 
it didn’t. And I remember another weird thing about 
that day. Not one train passed by. It was like we were 
in some kind of bubble of unreality. And we knew 
why too, it was the train doing it. If we hadn’t gone 
to have a look the night before we’d be like everyone 
else going about our business as if nothing was wrong 
but we’d seen it and maybe broken that spell I dunno.

 
Lou said that there was nothing good going 

to come out of this and if we had any sense we’d be 
making tracks, putting as much distance between us 
and that infernal engine as we could. As if that was 
possible I said, if we know it’s here then likewise it 
knows we are and it would hunt us down. There was 
something evil about that train, I didn’t know what it 
was but whatever it was it knew we were there and 
it wanted us and our running wouldn’t stop it. That 
day everyone did what they did but it was different, 
it was like something was controlling us. We were 
robots that day that’s all, just robots and someone was 
pushing our buttons and making us move.

 
I’d just got into my bedroll to sleep when up 

from the hill came a blast of a train whistle. I rolled 
out and got into my boots and when I came out of the 
tent Lou was standing there like he was hypnotised. 
The wind had died to nothing and I could hear as clear 
as a bell that something, maybe more than one thing, 
was coming down that slope towards us. Lou just 
stood there. I shook his arm but it was like grabbing 
a wax dummy. I shook it and when I stopped it just 
dropped to his side and stayed there.

 
As I stood there next to Lou I saw everyone 

else doing the same. They’d come out of their tents, 

and huts and were just standing there. Man, woman, 
child, and I felt a chill that made my hair stand up 
on the back of my neck. I watched them all standing 
there, some were dressed and some weren’t. They 
were standing there naked as jaybirds and I knew that 
they couldn’t feel a thing. I walked past a few, Elmore, 
Sandra Watkins and her kid Ruth; she was a treasure 
that child, never knew her without a smile and she 
had those little pigtails that bounced when she ran. I 
walked past Johan and Hattie and they all the same 
faces, blank. They stared and when I waved my hand 
in front of their eyes they never even blinked.

 
I swear to God it was like they was statues or 

worse. They might have been dead for all I knew, dead 
only nobody had bothered to tell them. They were 
like cows waiting to be put on the truck and no way 
was I going to let that happen to me. I looked around, 
I knew I had to be out of there when whatever was 
coming arrived. I looked around and saw the cesspit. 
I didn’t want to but there it was, stay and let whatever 
was coming take me too or wait it out in there. There 
was no choice as far as I can tell.

 
I found a straw lying on the ground and it was 

dirty as hell but it couldn’t be worse than lying in shit 
was my way of thinking. So I waded into that pile of 
shit and piss and lay as much of me in that stench as 
I could. Then they arrived. I couldn’t see too much of 
them but what I could see made my blood run cold. 
They were tall, near on seven feet at a guess. Their 
heads were big and they were red. Their arms and legs 
were spindly, like they would snap at any moment and 
their bodies were short, like they were compressed or 
something.

 
They moved around those folks like they were 

examining them, pulling their heads back, looking into 
their mouths and pulling on their arms. Then they all 
looked at each other and it was like they all nodded or 
spoke or something. Only I didn’t hear a word from 
any of them. Then they got everyone gathered together 
and started moving them out of the camp and up the 
hill. When they were out of sight I pulled myself out 
of the shit and followed as close as I dared. All I can 
say is I was glad they had no sense of smell. Maybe 
coming from where they did they’d smelled worse.
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I followed them up the slope and they were 

marching those people hard, forcing them and they 
went up and when they got to the train the doors on 
those boxcars stood open. I still couldn’t see a thing 
inside. Then the people I’d known all climbed inside 
those damned boxcars and the doors closed and that 
train pulled out and don’t think the worse of me but 
I let it happen. I let those things put my friends into 
boxcars like cattle to the slaughter and then they rolled 
on out and I have lived with that ever since.

 
When that train had disappeared down the 

line I went back to the camp, changed my clothes and 
found some boots, Otis Renshaw’s I think and put 
them on. Don’t look at me like that son, mine were 
shit riddled and I wasn’t keen on keeping them but 
hell, Otis was dead and he wasn’t about to complain. I 

found my bedroll and heaved it over my shoulder and 
I left that place without a second glance.

 
You want to know if I reported it? Hell son, 

who to? Who’d believe me if I did? We were just 
bums to most folks and nobody would care. They 
didn’t want us around for the most part so who’d come 
looking? I just walked away from there and I never 
told a living soul about what happened that night. 
Until now. Reckon it’s finally time to make my peace. 
I’m dying son, you know that and this is a lot to get off 
my chest and I hope the Lord will forgive me for my 
part in things. I never stayed in another Hooverville 
either, too scared I guess and with good reason. I was 
asked a few times but then I’d hear the blast of that 
whistle and see that night happen all over again and 
I’d shake my head and keep on walking because I 
knew that train was still out there and one day it would 
stop again and I didn’t want to be there when it did.
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And The devil 
CAme down To 

nAnowrimo
By wendy vAn CAmp

It is known that the devil likes to challenge 
certain individuals for their souls. What is not as well 
known is that he once challenged Jesus to a writing 
contest. Here is how the story may have unfolded.

During the month of November people all 
across the planet participate in National Novel Writing 
Month. Their goal is to write 50K words toward a 
rough draft of a novel. During this event the devil 
sauntered into a local coffeehouse where Jesus and a 
few of his disciples were enjoying coffee and scones. 
The Devil challenged Jesus to a writing contest. If 
the Devil could write 50K words before the end of 
November, he would take Jesus’s soul. 

The son of God quirked a grin and gave a 
wink to the Devil. “I accept your challenge. If you 
win, you have my soul. If I win, you will no longer 
torment humanity.” The two shook on the challenge, 
as gentlemen often do. The disciples witnessed the 
bargain, and Jesus and the Devil began.

The Devil ordered a Vente coffee with an extra 
shot of espresso before taking a chair at a little table in 
the shadows. He opened his laptop and began to write 
the rough draft of a novel. It would be a story about 
lust and power, of world conquest and domination. 
The stuff of best-sellers. His fingers hammered the 
keys of his writing machine, creating a staccato tattoo. 
The Devil consigned his inner editor to hell where it 
would never slow his progress. Smoke issued from 
his ears. His face contorted as his brain worked on the 
devilish plot points of his novel. He “Saved the Cat”, 

struck out three acts, and followed the hero’s journey 
to the bitter end. With each passing day, his word 
count increased. 

Now and then, the devil would look up from 
his labour to watch his prey’s progress. Time was 
passing. Soon the month would be over and the 
challenge would be complete. He would own the soul 
of Jesus at long last.

At the same time, Jesus sat on the opposite 
side of the coffeehouse. A chilly decaf coffee frappe 
perched beside him. His table was located on the 
sunny side of the coffeehouse, his laptop loaded with 
Scrivener. Jesus set his daily target goal at 1667 words 
per day. With organic intuition he wrote a character 
driven novel full of the trials that people may face 
in their lives. Was it fate or free will that drove his 
characters? Only they would know which. Jesus 
trusted the characters to tell him what to write. He let 
his story unfold, writing by the seat of his pants. He 
seldom glanced at the devil. In tune with his inner 
muse, Jesus wrote his story in a slow and steady 
manner.

On the last day of November, the Devil 
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finished his novel. He attempted to upload it into 
the Nanowrimo word verifier, but the wifi at the 
coffeehouse was not running at full speed. “Upload, 
damn it! I want to win his soul.” The Devil glared at 
his laptop and in a fit of rage, struck the machine with 
his hand.

There was a gurgle and a hiss. A blue light 
from the screen shone on the Devil’s red face. “No! 
Where’s my novel?” The Devil did all he could to 
coax the laptop back to life, turning the machine off 
before rebooting the computer. When the operating 
system returned, he went back to his work. 

“Corruption! It is gone. All gone.” The Devil 
glared at Jesus who had accessed the coffeehouse 
wifi and was about to upload his completed novel to 
the Nanowrimo verification page. The devil pointed 
a long finger at Jesus’s laptop and a bolt of lightning 
issued forth. His prey’s machine exploded, causing 
Jesus and his disciples to duck away from the debris. 
The Devil rose to his feet and put his hands on his 
hips. “You will never finish now, your soul is mine!”

Jesus held up his hand. “It is not over yet. I 
have until midnight to upload my novel and earn my 
certificate.” 

The Devil sneered. “How can you? Your 
laptop is destroyed.”

Jesus shook his head in a gentle manner and 
held up a thumbdrive. Beside him, one of his disciples 
intoned, “Don’t you know? Jesus always saves.”

Wendy Van Camp is the author behind No 
Wasted Ink (http://nowastedink.com), a 

blog about the craft of writing that features 
author interviews, sci-fi and fantasy book 

reviews and scifaiku poetry. Wendy’s 
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magazines such as “Shadows Express”, 

“Luna Station Quarterly”, “Serendipity”, 
and “Far Horizons”. Her first Amazon 

ebook is a regency romance entitled, “The 
Curate’s Brother: A Jane Austen Variation 
of Persuasion”. (https://www.amazon.com/
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Wind howling
Church bells ringing

Leaves fluttering

Dogs yelping
Children screaming

Bodies twitching

Lifeblood dripping
Crystals breaking
Spirits laughing

The veil’s been breached...
Who knows what’s out there

Dancing beneath the Chaos Moon?

Chaos Moon
by Thea Gilchrist
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Spring Heeled Jack

Meet spring heeled Jack 
Who’s dressed in black 

Ready to attack 
With blood on his mack 

After a swift whack 
Away he goes with a clack 
And when he comes back 

The bodies will stack 
That is the knack 

Of spring heeled jack

Mr. Holmes’s Castle
Mr. Holmes built a castle in time for the World’s Fair,

Guests checked in without a clue it was really a
 murderous lair.

With alarms, catacombs, vaults, and sound proof 
rooms,

They starved, lost their breath, or succumbed to 
noxious fumes.

When they’re gone he collected his funds by selling 
each guests bone,

Afterwards Mr. Holmes went home to his castle and 
sat on his throne.

Mrs. Dyer
Don’t cry too loud child; Mrs. Dyer will hear you.
For the stories that say she’s long gone are untrue.
She’ll crawl up on the side of the house and spy on 

you in bed,
It won’t matter if your window is locked, so heed the 

warning I said.
She’ll get you from under the bed, or drop on you 

from the ceiling,
She may get you while you brush your teeth, or snatch 

you while you pray kneeling.
You’ll be throttled before you can call for help, Mrs. 

Dyer will see to that,
She’ll cradle you away into the night. Again, heed our 

little chat.
Please stop crying child, or Mrs. Dyer comes from the 

shadows.
She’s really not gone, but was freed hanging on the 

gallows.

Dark Nursery Rhymes for misguided 
children

Inspired by Victorian era serial killers
Daniel S. Liuzzi



15

Dark Portals
The Collected 

Weird Fiction of 
Granville Edgars

“The Shadow in the Upper Dorm” first 
published in The Etonian Michaelmas Term 1938

“Johnners and the Disappearing Airstrip” first 
published in Flying Magazine March 1940

“Dresden Night” first published in Weird Tales 
January 1946

“The Insomniac” first published in Uncanny 
March 1946

“The Honeymoon Mystery” first published in 
Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine July 1952

“Betrayal in Blood” first published in Alfred 
Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine December 1954

“Dial D for Divorce” first published in Black 
Mask Autumn 1957

“The Hollow Heart” first published in The 
Fourth Pan Book of Horror 1964

“Space Considered as Dimensions in the 
Psychiatric Consulting Room” first published in New 
Worlds January 1969

“The Screaming Existentialist” first published 
in Oz 1970

“Voices in the Head” first published in The 
Eleventh Pan Book of Horror 1970

In the Bleak Midsummer first published as a 
privately printed chap-book 1973

“A Grief Absurd” first published in the 
Newsletter of the National Euthanasia Organisation 
September 1974

“The Tunnel at the End of the Light” first 
published, posthumously, in Recovery: a Charity 
Anthology for the Society for Better Mental Health 
1986

All stories are copyright to the estate of 
Granville Edgars.

Introduction is copyright 1998 Granville 
Edgars Jr.

Dedicated to the memory of Arabella Edgars 
(1929-1958)

First printing 1998

Published by Necrovore Press

(As researched by Ian Millsted)



16

Dead Woman’s 
Hand:

A Carolina 
Daemonic Short 

Story

Part 3
By Brian Barr

As Christine and Bana ate dinner, growling 
surrounded the camp.

Bana looked up with perplexity in her fine, 
dark brows. “Sounds like your dead men are agitated.”

A sudden look of worry entered Christine’s 
face. She had never heard the zombies sound so 
vicious this close to camp before.

Screams broke out. Bana and Christine stood 
up in shock as they turned to look at the front of the 
camp. Zombie were roaming in, attacking campers, 
and biting into their skin as people ran.

Bana drew her musket, packing it.

“They aren’t supposed to penetrate the circle!” 
Christine shouted. She turned to Bana with frantic 
eyes. “That won’t work on them!”

“I know it won’t,” Bana concurred, “but what 
else can I do?”

Christine held up her hands and started to 
chant something in Ewe. Her hands and eyes glowed 
with violet light. The zombies seemed ignorant of her 

incantation. “They’re not listening... They’re not under 
my control anymore!”

Bana couldn’t waste any time wondering what 
happened. People were getting bitten, and before her 
eyes, she saw people choking, spewing the greenish 
saliva of the dead men, their eyes suddenly lacking 
life.

“They’re changing them!” Bana shouted.

Christine grabbed Bana’s arm and pulled her 
in another direction, running away from the dead men. 
“Come on! I know who can help us!”

The zombies continued to invade the camp, 
infecting the helpless denizens that weren’t quick 
enough to maneuver away from them. Creeping 
slowly behind the monsters was their cloaked master 
with the flute, the sailors crowding him.

Some of the campers had reached into 
their tents and pulled out weapons from collected 
stockpiles. Guns and swords were used against the 
creatures, though they knew it was in vain. Hopefully, 
they could hold them back long enough for Christine 
to gain control of them. Christine was the only one 
that really knew how to handle them. The other few 
knowledgeable Vodun practitioners of the camp were 
only good with conducting ceremonies, guiding 
meditations and connecting people to visiting loas. 
Besides that, they were helpless.

As the zombies ripped through the camp, 
Christine pulled Bana up another mountainous path. 
They ran quickly, moving towards a brick building 
with many sculptures displayed on the outside.

“How did they turn so quickly against you?” 
Bana asked.

“A necromancer,” Christine stated with 
certainty. “He interrupted my connection with them. 
Stole them.”

“Why?”
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“He’s here for me.”

The women rushed into the building. Candles 
were lit inside. Two older black women, perhaps in 
their sixties, looked up from an altar.

“What’s going on down there?” one of the 
women asked fearfully in French.

“The zombies,” Christine answered back in 
the same tongue. “They’ve been turned against us. A 
necromancer—”

“It was only a matter of time! A matter of time 
before they found us here. We must act quickly, before 
we’re all shipped back as living corpses!”

“What’s going on?” Bana asked in English, 
confused by the foreign conversation.

Christine placed a hand on Bana’s shoulder. “If 
you only knew.”

***
The cloaked man looked around the camp, 

impressed at how quickly many of the villagers had 
been transformed into zombies. Though most of the 
people had separated and escaped into the jungle, he 
had no worries. They would find them eventually, and 
anyone that tried to make a break for the boat would 
meet the muskets of the other soldiers waiting on the 
beach.

“The priestess is here,” the cloaked man 
remarked. “She is the only one that we need to keep in 
her human state.”

***
The ceremony was rushed but efficient.

Incense was burned. Circles were drawn. 
Words were recited.

The candles burned all around them. Bana 
could only look around with confusion, her sword 
drawn as she kept her eyes on the door. Christine had 
told her not to leave, not to break the circle, though 

Bana didn’t know what some religious ceremony 
would do. Bana wanted to rush out, wanted to spend 
her last moments heroically and fight whoever was 
controlling the monsters.

Perhaps she would get that chance.

***
The necromancer and his sailors followed the 

zombie up another mountainous trail.

A building glowing with astral energy stood at 
the top, its power flowing from one of the stars shining 
bright in space.

“There!” the necromancer exclaimed, certain 
as he pointed his flute. “She’s in there! Bring her to 
me!”

Obediently, the zombies crept towards the 
building as the sailors watched nervously.

The zombies reached the door. Looking at the 
bright light, they were wary and growled afraid to grab 
the door. They backed away, shielding their eyes.

The necromancer sighed, turning to a sailor. 
“Open that damned door.”

The sailor looked at the necromancer with 
fright. “Me?”

“Yes. They won’t do it. You do it.”

“You sure I won’t get burned? Or worse?”

A sword was drawn. The necromancer held a 
blade to the sailor’s throat.

“You will get your share,” the dark magician 
promised.

The sailor rubbed his sweaty palms on his 
shirt as he walked towards the glowing brick building. 
Stepping past the rotting corpses, he covered his eyes, 
taken back by the brilliance of the building. He lifted 
his hand, reaching for the door.
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The door burst open as a strong gust of wind 
blew.

Bana stood with sword drawn, her body 
glowing in a violent red light. Her eyes shined with a 
brighter scarlet, her cutlass drawn. 

The sailor screamed as the scarlet light rushed 
forward in a blur.

Smoke rose under Bana’s feet, where the sailor 
once stood. He was now nonexistent, and the zombies 
growled helplessly around her. They threatened 
her with fierce shrieks, slashing their sharp nails in 
warning at her direction.

Bana cut through a number of the undead 
subordinates around her. Heads and limbs detached, 
flying onto the ground.

The necromancer stepped closer, placing his 
flute to his lips.

“That won’t help you now,” a voice said from 
inside of the building. 

Stepping out came Christine and the two 
priestesses, glowing with the same red energy as 
Bana. 

“You are not welcome here,” Christine 
shouted. “Go back, and take your riffraff with you.”

“You are mine, slave wench! I bought you.”

“I am a free woman! Now leave! This is the 
realm that my ancestors and gods provided for our 
peace and refuge!” 

Christine held her hands out. A red blast 
knocked the sailors behind the necromancer off the 
mountain.

In shock, the dark magician clutched his flute 
and began to run.

The remaining zombies rushed towards the 
women. One leaped on one of the priestesses and bit 
into her neck as she screamed, her scarlet power dying 
out. Christine blasted the ones approaching her as 
Bana’s glowing sword decapitated another.

The remaining priestess continued to fight 
zombies on the mountain top as Bana and Christine 
rushed down, attempting to catch the necromancer.

The necromancer ran through the expansive 
jungle. Christine shot blasts towards him, destroying 
trees and rocks.

 The hooded magician didn’t bother to glance 
back as smoke and flying bark surrounded him.

Bana tried to keep up to Christine’s side, 
brushing away the smoke. Their hooded foe dashed 
out of the jungle and onto the beach. Christine and 
Bana followed.

The necromancer reached the edge of the 
beach. There was nowhere to go. He couldn’t merely 
hop on his big vessel on his own and leave, its massive 
body anchored to the land.  The dark magician, having 
no solace to confide in, turned around to greet his 
advancing pursuers.

Christine held her hands up as Bana pointed 
her sword. Energy of the loa glowed all around them, 
their minds summoning burning projectiles.

Invisible barriers seemed to stop the blasts 
from reaching the necromancer. The blasts exploded in 
the air, a mere foot away from the hooded plantation 
owner. He remained unharmed.

“How did he—” Bana stopped talking, 
realizing what surrounded her.

Bana and Christine stood in a circle of gore, 
blood, and corpses that formed a complex symbol. 
Some of the bodies belonged to her former shipmates, 
her pirate family. Others belonged to the Spanish 
pirate hunters.
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Christine noticed the design too, and she 
recognized it. It was an esoteric contraption, a circle 
drawn to trap enemies and spirits. Lines of crimson 
met at the edges in a complex sigillum filled with 
severed heads, hearts, brains, and bladders. In that 
blood red moon, each gory component of the circle 
suddenly glowed as bright as Christine and Bana.

Suddenly, Christine and Bana could hardly 
move. They pulled and tugged their bodies with 
fervor, yet only limited motion was granted to them.

“Christine Marie Demont,” the necromancer 
greeted in a loud, boastful, and slightly taunting voice. 
“By now, your friends of your secluded island have 
been turned into my mindless agents. They will serve 
well for my purposes.”

Christine didn’t respond kindly to the 
necromancer. She cursed, spit, and shouted still, 
pulling with all of her might. That circle seemed to 
hold her and the loa riding her to the earth.

“Now, I have a proposition. I cannot trust 
you to cooperate in your state, but you wouldn’t be 
entirely useless as a dead woman. Though I’d prefer to 
keep you alive, I could always study your brain, your 
blood, all of your vital organs... Try to find whatever 
codes exist in your body that make you such a natural 
magician.”

The necromancer’s enslaved zombies 
approached the outside of the glowing circle, growling 
in low uttered mumbles.

“I’d love to have you by my side,” the 
necromancer continued, “not only as my slave, but 
my comrade. You and I know that could never be the 
case.”

Christine’s fine brows furrowed with fury. 
“You came here, destroyed the tranquil life of my 
people, just to claim me?” Insulting spit flew like acid 
from Christine’s lips. “Disgusting creature.”

“When I heard of a woman possessing your 
talents in Haiti, how could I refuse? For years I’ve 

studied and practiced magic, for decades, interacting 
with some of the greatest minds of our age. But 
someone of your raw energy, your vital spirit. One 
with such a connection to beings beyond even my 
comprehension. It’s impressive.”

“The loa shouldn’t have even allowed you 
here! This realm was granted to us by the sympathy of 
my ancestors, my guiding gods-”

“Nothing is barred or sacred to those that 
know the magic of flesh, Christine. My magic served 
me well in locating you. Now, shall you join me 
peacefully? I won’t be able to do anything with your 
Indian friend. I can tell she’s being influenced by a 
loa you summoned for her, some sort of fire deity 
matching the spirit you’re currently possessed with.”

And those loas were losing power. The circles 
were draining them, making their connection to Bana 
and Christine weak.

Disappointment and defeat was worn on 
Christine’s face, though her soul refused to admit it. 
“You already trapped us so easily. What would you get 
out of my services?”

“Oh, any idiot can draw a trap circle, Christine. 
You know that. But very few people can control the 
gods and forces of nature by mere will alone.”

“I do not control the deities, nor do I tell them 
what to do. I am their humble servant.”

“Oh, don’t try to be humble with me. You can 
use your unique physiology to call upon the divine 
forces. And you will do it for me. Dead or alive, I will 
have you Christine. And your loa will be in my power 
as well.”

“The loa belong to no one.” Christine closed 
her eyes. Unbeknownst to her surrounding audience, 
her mind started to drift.

The necromancer drew silent for a while, 
watching Bana and Christine in their trapped states. 
There was nowhere for them to go, no route for escape 
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of salvation. “Well, Christine? What shall it be?”

Christine gave no response. Her eyes 
continued to remain closed, her form still.

As the dark magician waited for an answer, 
agitation built in him. He didn’t want to kill Christine, 
though he could still use her blood, body, and bones 
for powerful experiments. Many spells and rituals 
had been successful when he used the dead bodies 
of Vodun priests and priestesses before. Stubborn 
lots that never obeyed him, never gave their magic 
willingly. Christine was in an even more impressive 
league than those African magic workers he had found 
in the past, and it would have been a shame if he could 
only use her dead entrails for three, four, or even five 
ritual services. To have her alive, under his control, 
able to summon the types of spirits he wanted, would 
have been even more of a delight.

“Make your decision quick, Christine.”

Christine could not respond. Her mind was 
elsewhere, absorbed in the intricate design that spread 
around her and her Indio friend. The glowing lines, 
the collected gore, the organs and heads strategically 
placed. Each aspect of the trapping circle had a 
purpose, a representation of some heavenly force, 
and Christine was greeting them all, learning them, 
understanding their energies and what they stood for...

“You stubborn bitch.” The magician pulled out 
a gun. “Your friend dies now.”

Bana’s eyes widened, her teeth bared. She was 
helpless, motion failing her.

A shot fired.

The magician’s gun hand exploded as he 
screamed.

The circle continued to glow, yet something 
changed.

“How beautiful your sigil is,” Christine uttered 
proudly, her eyes still closed, her mind still tapping 

into the intricate design around her. “How interesting 
the beings that charge it. Their origins, their stories.”

The necromancer stepped forward by a few 
inches, stabbing his finger in the air with threat and 
rage. “What the hell are you doing, woman?”

“Their power, their knowledge... so ancient... 
so abused and misunderstood by many.”

That circle continued to glow, charged with a 
mysterious power that even the necromancer couldn’t 
understand.

The stars shined so brightly, revealing distant, 
swirling galaxies, universes...

“Stop it,” the necromancer demanded weakly. 
“Stop it!”

Christine’s eyes opened. They were glowing 
azure complimented with gold. Her hands swarmed 
with pure white light, shining with diamond-like 
clarity.

The zombies were helplessly fascinated by the 
powerful circle between them.

Entranced along with the zombies by interest 
and dread, the necromancer held up his flute with his 
remaining hand.

Bana had no idea what was going on. She 
could see Christine’s face in the overwhelming 
lights, the fantastical glows and powerful vibrations 
of energy. Other than that, all was an unfathomable 
mystery to them. A hard zephyr blew from the 
illuminations engulfing them, and soon, not even the 
island was visible anymore.

The light overtook everything. Zombie flesh 
began to rip and explode. The necromancer screamed 
as he burned alive, the flute in his hands blowing 
away.

Bana reached for the flute as it flew in her 
direction. She held it tight, feeling a strange power 
glowing from it as around her, everything melted to 
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oblivion.

The trees of the jungle lit with ivory heat. Bark 
and leaves disintegrated. Dirt and sand dispersed. 
Soon, everything seemed to unify in a blanket of hot, 
burning nothingness.

***
A familiar patchwork of stars hung in the 

twilight heights over the Atlantic. The North Star was 
there, and the zodiacal constellations as well.

Wearing a long, flowing pink dress, a beautiful 
southern belle walked along the sandy shore of Folly 
Beach. The wind was blowing hard.

As the waters rushed along the coastline, the 
woman noticed something sticking up from the sand. 
The item was a shiny thing, small, silver, and tubular.

Approaching it, the woman bent down and 
pulled the thing out of the sand, inspecting it. A flute, 
she realized, slightly glowing in the light of the full 
moon.

At the end of the flute was a cold, stiff 

woman’s hand. Its complexion was a light shade of 
brown.

The southern belle gasped.

A powerful flash emanated from the flute.

Wild music flashed through the woman’s 
mind. She would have screamed, would have made 
some sound of exclamatory horror, but control over 
her brain was quickly lost. Images of angry slaves, 
walking dead men, wicked magicians, and demonic 
entities flooded her brain.

Then, it all died. In the burning ivory light 
of an infinite force consuming a mysterious island, 
everything disappeared.

Within that beautiful southern belle’s body, a 
new occupant emerged, making himself at home.

Boisterous laughter escaped the woman’s lips.

“Charleston,” the belle said in a masculine 
voice. “Home sweet home.”
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For anyone that hasn’t read them can 
you tell us a bit about your books.

I’ve pretty much run the gamut in my book 
writing: ranging from horror to history, biographies 
to Westerns. I realize I’ve never been completely 
committed to one specific genre. I reckon I write what 
compels me at the time.

Tell us a bit more about the last book 
you wrote.

That was my return to horror after thirty 
years away from the genre. A return to my roots, as 
it were. The book is called  . . . skinned babies and 
is probably the most terrifying of the four horror 
novels I wrote. My last horror novel was published in 
1987 and I moved away from that type of writing to 
tackle different literary pursuits. But in recent years 
I had this idea for a horror story that kept expanding 
in my thoughts.  Really what I wanted to do was 
write a book that I myself would find frightening. I 
am and always was a Monsterkid and as such have 
been exposed to a ton of horror movies and spooky 
and unsettling stories throughout my almost sixty 
years. I consider myself someone not easily scared, 
I had to ask myself what could I, under the right 
situation, find terrifying. Finally a conversation with 
my stepdaughter’s then boyfriend and a listen to a 
discussion on EVPs on Coast to Coast AM gave me 
the impetus to get to work on the book. However, to 
the timid, I do stress that the story has nothing to do 
with skinning babies or children. The title is merely a 
more explicit way to describe disembodied spirits. 

What did you learn about writing whilst 
writing the last book you wrote?

Well, I’ve been at this racket for over thirty 
years so I don’t know if there’s much I learned 
from this specific novel that I hadn’t garnered from 
previous books. Maybe one thing is that I was 
determined not to start with the horror immediately. 
As with my past horror novels, I wanted to build the 
scenario and establish and develop the characters . . . 
kind of lull the reader in . . . and then hit them with a 

whammy. Like Stephen King, I prefer to set my horror 
in commonplace surroundings. If the people and the 
locale seem real and identifiable, then I think you can 
get the reader to believe in the horror that occurs.

Do you have a set writing process, if so 
what is it?

I think that depending on one’s circumstance, 
a writer should try to put pen to paper every day. If 
you’re fortunate enough to be working full-time as a 
writer, you should approach your writing like a job 
and discipline yourself to devoting a certain number 
of hours per day to your work. If you do have to rely 
on another means of financial support, you should still 
set aside whatever time you can best afford to work at 
your craft. Otherwise you can grow lazy and stagnant. 
For myself, I am fortunate to work from home and 
supplement my nebulous book writing income with 
work as an advertising copywriter. The additional 
benefit is that if I need a break from either my fiction 
or my “day job” assignment, I can switch from one to 
the other.

Do you write a lot of short stories?

No. In the beginning I wrote short stories for 
various magazines as a way to hone my craft and 
segue into writing novels (note to aspiring authors: 
doesn’t hurt to have some short stories under your belt 
before querying book publishers), but lately I really 
haven’t done anything in that format, outside of a true 
ghost story that was published last year in paranormal 
investigator Joshua P. Warren’s It was a Dark and 
Stormy Night.

Do you prefer the long or short form? 
How do you feel about Flash Fiction?

Confess I know nothing about Flash Fiction. 
But in answer to your question, I much prefer long 
form for my stories. Certainly you can run off a short 
story much quicker, but I like the novel because 
it gives you a better opportunity to flesh out your 
characters and allows for much more depth to the plot.
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Which character in your books do you 
most identify with and why?

My main character in my bestseller Blood 
Moon was based somewhat on me since I was a 
recent journalism graduate and used that experience in 
fleshing out personal and even professional details of 
the character. In my horror novel  . . . skinned babies, 
I relate to the police chief Braden Powell in that we 
both suffer from the heartbreak of psoriasis. But I 
hope that I’m a little more psychologically grounded 
than he is.

Which bit of your writing are you most 
proud of?

I’d have to say of all my books I’m most 
proud of Montana Dawn. It was my second Western 
novel, a genre I’d never attempted before, and yet the 
book was selected by Booklist as “One of the Top Ten 
Westerns of the Decade.” I was quite flattered and 
amazed. But I have to say that after a thirty year lapse 
from horror fiction I’m very proud of . . . skinned 
babies. I think it’s a great scary tale and I thank my 
publisher and editor for the terrific job they did on 
packaging the book. Also Tomasz Wieja, who did 
that amazingly effective cover design. It gives you 
goosebumps just looking at it.

Tell us a bit about how you got 
published? Did you go via a slush pile? Get 
an agent before a publisher?

I’d graduated college with a degree in 
journalism, but after two years of sitting through 
legislative debates and such, realized I did not want 
to make a career of this. Boring with a capital “B”. 
I’d always been a storyteller and decided I wanted to 
attempt a novel. As a fan of horror and with Stephen 
King being so popular at the time I figured the easiest 
way to break into becoming a published author was 
by writing a horror novel. I researched publishers who 

were accepting over-the-transom submissions at the 
time and sent my manuscript off to Leisure Books in 
New York. To my delight - and surprise, my first book 
Child of Demons was accepted immediately. I since 
used an agent on a couple of later projects but now 
work on my own in submitting manuscripts.

In one sentence what is your best piece 
of advice for new writers?

Simple: Perseverance and, even more 
important, develop a thick skin. 

To elaborate, if I may: Publishing is a tough 
business and, truth be told, lightning rarely strikes a 
la J.K. Rowling and Stephanie Meyer. And even if 
you are fortunate enough to land a publishing deal . . . 
well, don’t go to bed dreaming of untold riches. You’re 
still in competition with thousands upon thousands of 
books put out there in the marketplace. It takes a lot of 
work on the part of the author to let potential readers 
know his or her book exists and deserves to be read. 
So utilize all of the tools at your disposal. Be assertive 
when it comes to doing your end of the promotion.

But to sum it all up: There’s really no secret 
formula for success outside of talent and luck.
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“Daddy look, there’s something in the water!”
 
Christopher shot up, moving quickly to catch 

Emily before curiosity got the better of her and she 
found herself bobbing in the murky water of the river 
Avon. 

 
He had been on edge since they had arrived 

that morning – the watery sunlight had beckoned 
Bristol’s populace to its city centre like ants to 
a particularly sticky sweet and now the streets 
were crawling with people. To avoid the crowds, 
Christopher had brought Emily to Cascade Steps, 
still unexpectedly devoid of people, and watched her 
giggle with delight as she dangled her feet in the water 
at the bottom. They would need to move soon, a small 
group of tourists were beginning to make their way 
over, and Christopher had been watching them with a 
sigh when Emily had called out.

 
“Em, come away from there, please. That 

water’s not safe.”
 
“But Daddy, look!”
 
Christopher reached the little girl and pulled 

her gently away from the wooden edge. She moved 
obediently but, not one to give up, began pointing 
instead.

 
“Look Daddy. There! See it?”
 
One hand on Emily, he crouched and peered 

over the side. He frowned.
 
“I think that’s just mud, baby.”
 
“No! Look, it’s pretty. Don’t you see it? Look 

at it Daddy.”
 
She took a step forward and again he pulled 

her back.
 
“Stay there please.” He looked again and 

shook his head. “All I can see is mud.”
 
“It’s in the mud! Can’t you see the flowers?”

 
Christopher sighed and leaned forward for 

effect, then laughed with surprise. Sure enough in the 
centre of the clod he could see what looked like the 
image of a flower.

 
“I see it. I see the flower.”
 
“Let’s get it!”
 
He laughed.
 
“I don’t think Mummy would be happy if she 

found out we were touching bits of mud from the 
Avon.”

 
Emily put a little finger against her lips and 

smiled with mischief.
 
“Secret,” she said. Christopher grinned. 
 
He sat Emily down on a bench to the side of 

the steps, and then shuffled as close to the edge of the 
water as possible. He stretched out one leg and began 
to pull the lump of mud closer with the tip of his foot.

 
They fished it out and wrapped it in a plastic 

bag. Emily held it happily, peeking inside every so 
often as they made their way home.

Christopher scrubbed at the item until his 
fingernails turned black and the sink filled with sludge. 
Emily sat on a little wooden stool behind him, every 
so often piping up with “Can you see it yet Daddy?” 
or “What is it?”

 
He was disappointed to find that beneath the 

mud was a small, completely empty wooden box, 
which dashed any faint hope of the news headline 
“Man finds treasure floating on the Avon. Ex-wife 
furious.” He kept scrubbing though, and as he did the 
box revealed pretty flowery carvings on its exterior, 
rose stems swirling amongst each other until they 
came to bloom on the lid. Three sinks of disgusting 
water later he presented the box to Emily with a 
flourish. She grabbed it greedily and hugged it, then 
gave her father a big wet kiss on his cheek. She was 
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still grinning and holding it close as her mother came 
to pick her up, and waved it at Christopher happily 
from the car as he watched them drive off. 

***
 
“She’s been trying to avoid veggies lately so 

keep an eye on her while she eats, don’t just go buy 
a takeaway like you usually do. She’s waking up in 
the night now and then, but goes back to sleep pretty 
quickly once you talk to her.”

“I know, Claire.”
 
“Her bedtime is seven, strictly seven. Don’t let 

her convince you otherwise.”
 
“Claire.”
 
“And she’ll try to convince you she’s cleaned 

her teeth when she hasn’t, so you need to– ”
 
“Claire, she was here two weeks ago. I haven’t 

forgotten, just like I hadn’t forgotten when you told 
me all this last time.”

 
Claire scowled and adjusted her glasses.
 
“I’m just making sure. She’s still carrying that 

awful box around with her, what on earth made you 
think that was a good idea?”

 
Christopher smirked at Claire’s jealously. 
 
“It’s just a box, Claire.”
 
She huffed, walked over to Emily who was 

staring at the television, and kissed her hair. 
 
“I’ll be back on Monday, sweetie. If you want 

to come home just tell Daddy and he’ll drive you 
back.”

 
Emily nodded without looking at her. With a 

red face, Christopher ushered Claire out of his house. 
He slammed the door loudly before Claire could 
complain, then sighed loudly against it, counting to 

ten.
 
He walked slowly back to the living room, 

and stood in the doorway with a smile as he watched 
Emily bounce a wooden figure, no bigger than one of 
his fingers, across the lid of her flowery wooden box.

 
The figure seemed to be a young girl with a 

bright pink painted dress and gold threads for hair.
 
“That’s a pretty girl, Em. Did Mummy get 

it for you? Do you want Daddy to get you one to 
match?”

 
Emily shook her head, little brown ponytail 

swaying behind her.
 
“Uncle Jack gave it to me.”
 
Christopher drew in a sharp breath. How could 

Claire introduce Emily to someone without running 
it by him? She hadn’t even told him she was seeing 
someone. What was her problem?

 
“Who’s Uncle Jack, baby?” 
 
“He lives in the box.”
 
“What box?”
 
Emily turned to him and smiled, then held out 

her flowery treasure.
 
“In this box, silly.”

Emily had never had an imaginary friend 
before, had never even spoken to her stuffed toys.  
The whole situation seemed out of character, but with 
only a “I’m sure it’s fine” text from Claire, he was 
left to tread the unfamiliar waters himself. Should he 
encourage it? He didn’t like the idea. She was already 
seven, what if she started talking about it at school? 
Wouldn’t the other children laugh? Besides, toys don’t 
appear from nowhere, and there had been nothing in 
that box when he had handed it to her.

 
Christopher stood beside his daughter as she 
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rummaged through drawers in the kitchen, pulling 
out items now and then; a ribbon, a button, a piece of 
thread.

 
“What are you doing baby?” Christopher 

asked. Emily did not turn to him as she answered.
 
“Repration.” 
 
“Pardon?”
 
Emily stopped, and Christopher watched her 

scrunch up her hands as she often did when spelling a 
new word.

 
“Reh...recit...recip...reciproction...

reciprocation!”
 
Christopher’s mouth turned to dust.
 
“Where did you hear that word? Did you hear 

it from Mummy? Or one of her friends?”
 
“Uncle Jack told me.”
 
Emily fished out a toothpick from the drawer 

and then pushed it close, hopping down from the stool 
with her hands full of strange goodies. Christopher 
followed, saying nothing as his little girl placed the 
items in the box and closed the lid.

 
“Emily, this is important,” he took the box 

from her for a moment and knelt in front of her, 
staring into her dark eyes and trying his best not to 
sound concerned.

 
“What exactly did Jack tell you?”
 
“Jack gave me the toy, isn’t it pretty Daddy? 

It’s all mine but he said that because he gave it to me 
he needed reh...recip...”

 
“Reciprocation. Was that what those things 

were?”
 
Emily nodded brightly.
 

“He wanted string and a button and a tooth 
thingy and a ribbon and something else but he 
wouldn’t say yet.”

 
“What does he look like baby? Have you seen 

him?”
 
She shook her head and smiled.
 
“Not yet!”

Christopher tried to ignore the box for the rest 
of the day, it wouldn’t do Emily any harm after all, 
but he found his eyes wandering back to it. Emily kept 
it with her at all times, and even tried to slip it in bed 
with her as he tucked her in for the night. The thought 
of that made him shudder for a reason he couldn’t 
explain, and he made her place it on her bedside table 
instead. As soon as he closed the door he felt stupid. 
No other father would be wary of a wooden box.

 
He paced back and forth for a while, and then 

when he knew Emily would be sleeping, he crept back 
into the room, closing the door behind him to shut out 
the light from the hall.

 
A warm breeze pushed gently at the curtains, 

and a small light outside gave birth to distorted 
shadows that flickered with the movement of the 
fabric. He stood still until he could hear Emily 
breathing lightly and then gently manoeuvred around 
the room until he reached the bed.

 
Emily’s pink face poked out from under the 

duvet, and beside it was the box, open-mouthed with a 
belly full of shadows.

 
Christopher sighed and flipped the lid closed, 

wincing as it creaked loudly. Emily didn’t stir. With 
relief he watched a small strand of hair against her 
lips move with her breath. He smiled, and gently 
tucked the strand behind her ear, kissed her gently, and 
walked back to the door.

 
From behind came a slow, loud, metallic creak.
  
Christopher stopped.
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He turned, eyes wide with disbelief.
 
He looked out into the shadows where Emily 

slept peacefully next to an open box.

***
 
“Daddy where is it?” Emily asked quietly. 

Christopher did not look up from his newspaper.
 
“Where’s what, baby?”
 
“My box. My box is gone.”
 
“I’m sure you just forgot where you put it. It 

will turn up.”
 
“NO.”
 
The cry was deep and guttural, such a 

departure from his sweet Emily’s normal voice that 
he dropped the paper in shock. Emily stood in front 
of him, fists clenched and skin pale. Her face was 
contorted in fury, her face alien.

 
“NO,” she cried again. “NO. NO. NO. NO. 

NO.”
 
“Emily!”
 
“YOU STOLE IT.”
 
“EMILY!”
 
The girl paused as if in a daze. She blinked, 

eyes wide, then began to cry. Christopher pulled her 
towards him and held her close.

 
“You... you stole it... ” she sniffed, burying her 

head in his shoulder. Christopher winced.
 
“I’ll find it. I promise. I’ll take a look in a 

moment, I just– ”
 
Emily pulled away from him, rubbing her 

eyes with her sleeve and scowling. She looked up at 

Christopher, opened her mouth to say something more, 
and then smiled. She leaned over to him and at first 
Christopher thought she was going to kiss him. But 
she went around, towards the small kitchen table at his 
side. As she pulled away his skin prickled.

 
Emily rocked the small wooden box lovingly, 

and gave the lid a kiss.
 
“Uncle Jack found me,” she said, dreamily, and 

skipped off out of the room.
 
Christopher felt a bead of sweat travel beneath 

his collar and trail down his spine.
 
The box had been locked in the shed.
 
He had put it there himself last night.
 
He had been in the kitchen all morning.
 
The box had not been there.
 
“What the hell is going on?” 

Though Christopher watched her carefully, 
Emily had no further outbursts that morning. She 
seemed completely back to normal, and Christopher 
was even beginning to doubt what he had seen. He 
had been waking up early the past couple of mornings, 
could lack of sleep explain the opened box? Had he 
dreamed locking it away?

 
He thought back to Emily’s twisted face and 

shuddered. 
 
“Daddy,” she said as she sat cross-legged 

on the floor in front of a pile of paper and coloured 
pencils, “do we have scissors?”

 
“What do you want them for baby? Your 

picture?”
 
Emily grinned wide and Christopher felt a 

weight leave him, warmth spreading back to his body 
at the sight of her usual mischief.

 



30

“They’re in the kitchen. Do you remember the 
rules?”

 
“No running. Hold them like this.”
 
Emily stuck out an arm, imaginary scissors 

encased in her fist. Christopher nodded with a small 
smile and Emily ran from the room laughing. He 
heard drawers being pulled open and the sound of 
cutlery clinking together. Christopher leaned back into 
the sofa and closed his eyes.

 
Even if nothing else happened, he would need 

to talk to Claire. Emily’s behaviour had been too 
strange. She would blame him without a doubt. Even 
if he hadn’t found the box she would have blamed 
him.

 
He sighed and opened his eyes.
 
Emily stood in front of the chair, brandishing 

the scissors. Face dark. Smiling.
 
“Daddy I need your hair.”
 
Christopher laughed nervously.
 
“My hair?”
 
“Uncle Jack needs it. So I need it.”
 
With two hands she opened the scissors, 

holding them like shears, then lurched forward 
towards him. Christopher dived off the chair, rolling to 
the ground, missing the scissors by inches as he stood 
and grabbed them.

 
Emily screamed, pushing forward and 

snapping at his hands. She clung to the scissors with 
an impossible grip, strong as a man. Christopher 
grunted and heaved, ripping the scissors from her 
hands. She jumped and scrambled for them, still 
screaming, face filled with a dark rage. He ran to the 
kitchen and threw the scissors on top of the large 
fridge freezer then whipped around, ready to defend 
himself.

 

Emily stood in the doorway, shoulders 
hunched, face turned upwards towards him. Her teeth 
were bared. 

 
“Give them back.”
 
“Emily this has gone on long enough.”
 
“Give them BACK!”
 
“Emily, stop. I will not accept this behaviour. 

You could have hurt me. You could have hurt 
yourself!”

 
“GIVE THEM BACK.”
 
Christopher stared her down, then said quietly, 

“I warned you Emily. Little girls who don’t behave 
don’t get to keep their toys.”

 
He began walking forward and realisation 

flashed in her eyes. Emily screamed again and fled the 
room, but was not quick enough. Christopher swiped 
the box from the living room floor and walked away. 
Emily pulled at his clothes, screaming and crying. 
Begging him, apologising, but it did no good. The box 
was transforming his daughter into something ugly, 
and Christopher had had enough.

 
It was early afternoon and he was wide awake.
 
There would be no mistaking it this time.
 
Christopher would lock the box in his shed and 

that would be that.

***
 
“I’m telling you Claire, she’s not right. I think 

she needs to see a doctor.”
 
“Oh for God’s sake Christopher, do you have 

to overreact about everything?”
 
“She ran at me with scissors!”
 
“She’s seven!”
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“You don’t understand, she looked like she 

wanted to hurt me. And she keeps talking about all 
this Uncle Jack crap.”

 
“Uncle who?”
 
“Uncle Jack. She says he lives in the box. He 

gives her toys and then tells her to get things.”
 
“What on earth are you talking about?”
 
Christopher sighed and scratched at his head.
 
“Look, I took the box from her and she hasn’t 

spoken to me all day. She won’t even look at me. The 
whole thing is weirding me out, can’t you come get 
her? I don’t know if she’s sick or if I am but I’m going 
crazy.”

 
“I can’t come now, I’m busy, but it’s nearly 

seven. Just send her to bed and I’ll come get her in the 
morning.”

 
“Thank you.”
 
He hung up and slunk into the sofa, covering 

his face with his arms.
 
“Send her to bed,” he said quietly. “She hasn’t 

left her room all afternoon.”
 
The weight of the day pushed down on him. 

His body was heavy and cold, and thoughts of Emily 
twisted and warped into daydreams of the two of 
them. The dreams faded with his consciousness until 
he woke with a start.

 
There had been a crash from one of the 

bedrooms above him.
 
Christopher pushed himself from the sofa, 

reeling as the blood rushed to his head and the world 
span. He gripped onto the arm rest for support, then 
snatched his hand away as he felt cool metal beneath 
his fingers. 

 

An open pair of scissors lay beside him.
 
Not knowing what else to do, Christopher ran.
 
He took the stairs two at a time, arms flailing, 

knuckles bashing the bannister. 
 
In the red glow of the evening the hallway 

seemed unnatural, and sinister red shadows loomed 
over him as he turned the corner.

 
Emily’s door was ajar.
 
Heart pounding, he came to a halt.
 
There was a noise.
 
Singing.
 
Emily was singing.
 
He peered into the room.
 
The curtains were parted and red light 

streamed from the window into the bedroom. 
Everything was washed in red. The bed. The 
wardrobe.

 
The girl.
 
The box.
 
The doll.
 
Emily cradled the wooden thing in her arms, 

singing to it softly, it’s golden hair twinkling in the 
light. His hair.

 
“Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of 

water.”
 
Christopher could barely breathe. Was he 

dreaming this? Was he still asleep downstairs on the 
sofa? 

 
Emily placed a small hand lovingly against the 

doll’s face.
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“Jack fell down and broke his crown.”
 
The air hummed, the red light darkening into a 

bloody scarlet. The wooden doll opened its mouth and 
began to croak.

 
“And Jill came tumbling after.” 
 
The pressure built up in Christopher’s head 

released all at once, exploding behind his eyes. He 
screamed and forced himself into the bedroom. 
Something hissed, Emily or the doll, it didn’t matter 
which. He screamed in reply and grabbed the box 
from the floor. 

 
Emily cowered in the corner of the room, arms 

covering the doll like a mother defending her young. 
In disgust, Christopher shoved her small arms away 
and pulled the thing from her. 

 
He did not look at her as he left. 
 
He did not feel the needle sharp wooden teeth 

clamp down on his hand.
 
He did not feel Emily’s fists against his back as 

he threw the box and the doll in the oven.
 
He did not hear the thing scream as it burned.

***

Christopher stared at his vibrating phone as it 
moved across the table, wondering if he had the guts 
to ignore it. He had managed well so far, throwing 
himself in work and drink, but he couldn’t ignore her 
forever. She was his daughter. Even if she terrified 
him. Besides, Claire would only keep calling.

 
“Hello?” he said, faking a yawn to hide the 

tremor in his voice.
 
“Where the hell have you been, Christopher?”
 
“Hello, Claire.”
 

“Do you think it’s funny, hiding from us like 
this? Or have you finally realised what a pathetic 
father you are. Emily has been making herself sick 
thinking about you.”

 
“I didn’t think she wanted to talk to me.”
 
“Oh grow up.”
 
“How is she?” he asked, strangely relieved at 

the usual venom in Claire’s tone.
 
“She’s fine. Why wouldn’t she be?”
 
“You saw what she was like that morning you 

picked her up.”
 
“She was ill. She had a fever, and she was 

upset. She’s seven years old, Christopher, what do you 
expect?”

 
“Is she... happy?”
 
Claire sighed down the phone, the sound 

crackling in his ear.
 
“Of course she is. Look, I’ll admit that when 

she came home she was a bit upset, but she thought 
you’d burned her doll. As soon as you sent it back to 
her she was completely herself again.” 

 
Christopher felt the phone drop from his hand 

but could do nothing to stop it.
 
Claire’s voice buzzed from the table, where the 

phone lay like a black smudge in his fading vision.
 
“Look, why don’t you come visit us? Emily 

says she’d love to see you and she says that Jack wants 
to say hello too, isn’t that sweet? He must want to say 
thank you for sending him home.”
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My fondest memories are the ones with my 
grandmother in her garden, burying my hands into 
the rich earth, searching for new potatoes or plucking 
the fragrant runner beans from their trellises, biting 
the ends off and rolling the bitter skin around my 
tongue. I had been given my own trowel, sturdy boots 
and wicker basket, a perfect match to her own, just 
smaller. I foraged through her labours, harvesting her 
time and eating it fresh, greedy and gluttonous. She 
never complained of my appetite, my clumsy steps 
treading on fresh shoots. In her eyes, I was the perfect 
gardener, keen and fresh, craving knowledge as much 
as I did her strawberries. 

Only now I understand how she had poured 
her blood and sweat into the vegetables. How what 
had been a weekend delight for me, a respite from my 
raging parents suffering through a divorce, had been 
a labour of love for her, her fingers growing stiff from 
years of cultivating. 

I came to live with her in the sloped house on 
Lanesborough Rise as she ailed, age taking her spirit 
and strength. I spent the hours between my shifts at 
Stockwood Library caring for her and the garden. The 
rooms of the house were filled with my childhood 
drawings, markings faded in the sun and the paper 
thin. The banister bore the marks of my pocket knife, 
weapon of my teenager angst. The kitchen, so old it 
was barely fit to burn toast. The same silver cooker 
with overhead grill where we had made jam, the hot 
sugar burning my impatient fingers. It was less like a 
house and more like walking through my memories, 
a childhood past. Her front bedroom, where we had 
shared a bed when I stayed over and where, one bright 
morning, she had passed away. In her final year, I 
slept on the floor by her bed, counting her breaths 
and dreading the next one would be her last. She had 
left me the house in her will, but I knew that really it 
was only the garden she cared about. All I had left of 
her now were memories plastered over the walls like 
wallpaper and her garden.

It was tiered, stretching up in four levels, the 
largest being the top and the bottom. It backed onto 
a public patch of woodland, thick trees giving way to 
grass that I could sometimes see people walking their 

dogs on. The backs of the other houses were a stone’s 
throw away, overlooking me with glinting windows. 

Many of the old fences and sheds still stood, 
slightly stooped with age, the wood soft in places, 
flaking in others. The top tier had a large shed, 
smelling of oil, and a long glass greenhouse that cared 
for young saplings. Both of which had been lovingly 
built by my grandfather before he passed away in his 
sixties. Beside these remnants of a long dead love, 
was a sturdy apple tree, baring the type of fruit that 
can only be baked in pies and sweeten with sugar. 
My swing was tied to the one straight branch, the 
breeze causing it to move to and fro, as if a ghost were 
playing. The next two tiers of land were completely 
taken over by vegetable patches, strawberries resting 
in straw, tomato plants bursting from the ground. 
Butterflies hovered over the cabbages, and the tall 
purple and green stems of beetroot waved in the wind. 
The lower tier was paved, a garden table and chairs 
in one corner and my lounging recliner where I spent 
many a dry evening gazing at the stars. Plants still 
found their way onto the patio in the form of pots, 
mostly herbs like mint and thyme, but a few flowers 
had crept in. They seemed like the only non-edible 
thing within the garden but I often ripped off their 
heads to add into salads. Beside the back door, the 
trellis of runner beans rested and long troughs with 
potatoes swelled deep in the soil.  

The whole garden was largely unchanging, 
new crops replacing old, routing to prevent disease. 
Sometimes I grew a vegetables new to me like 
pumpkins or radishes, but often I stuck to the same 
vegetables my grandmother had always grown. I was 
toying with the idea of buying chickens though. The 
thought of fresh eggs and a constant cheerful clucking 
while I gardened swayed me towards them. 

I was largely alone, preferring the company 
of plants and books to other twenty-five year olds. 
My grandmother had always said I was an old soul 
but I wondered if it was this way because I had spent 
much of my childhood in the company of the elderly, 
attending car boot sales and baking cakes with her 
small group of friends. I sometimes called round to the 
few remaining friends, offering fresh vegetables and 
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sipping their weak tea. I did it partly out of duty and 
partly because I got lonely sometimes. Their wizened 
voices soothed me. I should go out more, try to make 
friends my own age, but it all seemed so strange, so 
fraught with danger, and my garden was such a safe 
haven. I counted my work shifts, checking out library 
books and chatting to the other ladies that worked 
there as enough social interaction. It was enough to 
keep loneliness at bay. 

One morning while plucking the ripe 
strawberries, I found a strange mushroom, nestled 
between one plant and its neighbour. Frowning, I 
shuffled closer on my knees, wiping dirt and straw 
onto my jeans as I did so. I pulled the green leaves 
aside, peering at the mushroom closely. It resembled 
a Chanterelle, having a thick short stem and flesh 
that appeared like a trumpet, the edges uneven and 
the middle dipped in. Normally Chanterelles were 
deep yellow and orange, but this one was pale, almost 
see-through, and had many tiny golden veins criss-
crossing throughout. It was unlike anything I had 
ever seen, but perhaps it would begin to resemble a 
normal mushroom soon, perhaps it was very young? 
I left it where it was, taking a quick photo on my 
phone so that I could try to identify it later this 
evening, and tried to push it from my mind. Only 
later, after a dinner of vegetables and steak, did I sit 
down with a cup of steaming tea to try and identify 
it. First I flicked through my grandfather’s old book 
on mushrooms, which ones were poisonous and 
which were edible. Nothing fitted, only the vague 
resemblance to a Chanterelle. Maybe it is a species 
from another country, somehow managing to grow 
here? How such a thing would find its way into my 
garden was beyond me, but it could be the answer. 
I switched on my laptop, looking for a database of 
worldwide mushrooms and squinting as I compared 
them to the photograph. Again nothing. Could it be 
an unknown variety? A new species? I decided as a 
last effort to upload the photo to a mushroom foraging 
forum, hoping someone on there could identify it for 
me or at least point me in the right direction.

I’d had never grown mushrooms, though I ate 
them often enough. I knew Chanterelles were edible 
but I would have to be careful before eating my new 

unknown friend, many people had died from eating 
the wrong mushrooms. How had it come to be in my 
garden?

The next day as I made my regular walk into 
work, cradling a cup of coffee between my hands 
and trying to shift the sleep from my foggy brain. 
It was then that I saw a figure standing on the grass 
verge further up the street. Normally this wouldn’t 
be anything out of the ordinary—children walking 
to school, and adults going to work. The sight of this 
figure filled me with dread. My fingers tightened on 
the cup as I stopped walking, held in place by fear. 

It was near the blackberry bushes, standing 
hunched over, swaying slightly, its long arms dangling 
before it, nearly touching the grass. It appeared as just 
a white shape, pale and sickly with no visible facial 
features. I could feel it watching me however, gazing 
at me as I took a few steps back and looked around. A 
group of young men were walking down path towards 
me, striding past the creature and not noticing it in the 
slightest. At the same time, a bus pulled up to the stop. 
People jostled me out of the way as they alighted, and 
none of them focused on the creature either. Could 
only I see it? 

The sense of terror grew inside me, bubbling 
up from the pit of my stomach, making me drop my 
cup and clamp my hands over my mouth to keep from 
screaming. The creature began to stagger forward, 
slowly but with purpose, and it was all I needed to 
cut the invisible threads holding me to the path. I 
turned and fled home, my bag bumping against my 
leg, my long hair sticking to my sweaty face as I tried 
to catch my breath. I risked glancing back, thankful 
to see that it hadn’t pursued me. I didn’t slow down 
however, horrified that it might  be lurking around 
the low garden walls, waiting to grab me with those 
impossibly long arms. 

When I was home, I locked all the doors and 
windows, checking each room, each cupboard to make 
sure nothing lurked. Only then did I attempt to calm 
down, tears of horror and exertion slipping down my 
face, my chest aching, each breath painful. I had never 
run so fast in my life. 
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I called in sick to work. My voice was cracked 
and rough from fleeing so no one challenged me, 
though I hoped they hadn’t caught me walking as a 
few of the staff drove down the same road to reach the 
library. I pulled all the curtains, even shut the doors 
upstairs so I would be aware if something opened 
them to slip downstairs. Afterwards I made myself 
a cup of tea, to try and shift the paranoia building 
inside me, the ritual of heating the kettle and pouring 
it over the tea leaves, simmering it and adding milk, 
calmed my nerves. It was ordinary, simple, and 
so familiar. I realised that was what had upset me 
about the creature. It was a startling entity in my 
familiar and ordinary morning. It hadn’t whisked me 
to another plane, scared me with visions. Instead it 
had merely stood on a street I walked down nearly 
every day, infiltrated my regular life with it stark 
otherworldliness. That had been the most terrifying 
aspect of it. It didn’t belong in my world, in the 
daylight. 

But what had it been? How was I the only 
one that had seen it? I took my tea to the living room, 
flumping onto the sofa and sighing heavily. I must not 
be in my right mind, though I could see no reason why 
I wouldn’t be. I wasn’t suffering from lack of sleep 
or on medication. I had never seen visions before. In 
fact until this morning, I had been overwhelmingly 
normal. 

I checked my laptop, wondering dimly 
if anyone had replied to my message about the 
mushroom, though it seemed of little importance now. 
I should phone a doctor instead or start researching 
white shadow creatures. I did neither of these things, 
instead reading the pointless messages—people 
expressing interest but no knowledge.

I spent the day hiding within the walls of my 
house, wishing for company but dreading having to 
explain my erratic behaviour. I imagined the creature 
waiting outside, pressing its void of a face against 
the glass, its long fingers searching for cracks, ways 
of getting in. I checked the house several times, each 
time getting more hysterical, looking in drawers and 
under the beds, searching for something that wasn’t 

there. 

By the mid-afternoon I craved the fresh air, the 
feel of soil on my feet. I was already feeling my mind 
loosen. The more I tried to hide from the creature, 
and a small part of me, the daring side wanted to fling 
open the back door and greet my doom in the sunlight. 
I didn’t actually fling the door open, more tentatively 
inched it more and more open as I peered through the 
gap. Even then, nothing was waiting for me. I stood 
on the threshold, breathing deeply, my hands clenched 
into fists as I waited for the attack. And waited. 
Nothing. 

Had it all been in my mind? A slip in my grasp 
of reality? A nightmare clinging to me in my waking 
hours?

The garden had changed in the night—
unbelievably so—and I stepped outside to better grasp 
what had taken place. Yesterday only one mushroom 
had been huddled between the strawberries, but now 
hundreds were sprouting from the ground, clustering 
together like friends whispering secrets. They spread 
from the second tier up onto the third, the other 
vegetables wilting in their presence, shrinking away 
from them. All of them were like gleaming white 
trumpets, veined with gold and large, just about able to 
fit in the palm of my hand. Mushrooms normally liked 
damp and dark but these were growing unnaturally 
under the rays of the sun. 

I gazed at them, my toes inches from the soil 
they had taken over and wondered—as one might 
thoughtlessly muse about stepping into traffic—if I 
should eat them. No sooner had the thought passed 
through my brain, than another followed, louder this 
time, more urgent. 

Eat them. 

I crouched, reaching for the nearest clusters 
and pulled them from the soil, silvery roots hanging 
like threads. I forgot why I had entered the garden, 
hurrying back inside, into the kitchen with the back 
door still open. 
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Weak golden juice oozed from the mushrooms 
when I sliced into them, staining my fingers as I 
tossed them into a frying pan with butter. I ate them on 
toast, the juices sweet, reminding me of ripe peaches. 
They were delicious. The golden veins were caught 
between my teeth. The flesh was soft as it slid down 
my throat. I found after eating a plate full, I wanted 
more, my tongue licking my lips before I started 
sucking my juice-covered fingers. No longer afraid, I 
hurried back out into the garden, carrying my basket 
and filling it with the mushrooms. This time I cooked 
even more, piling them onto toast and shoving it into 
my mouth, butter and mushroom juice running down 
my chin. I ate my way through a loaf of bread and 
dozens of handfuls of mushrooms this way, gorged on 
the irresistible taste and lost to anything else. When I 
ran out of bread, I collapsed on the soil in the garden 
and pulled mushrooms from their beds, pushing 
them whole into my mouth. My vest was stained, 
my stomach bulging and tight. I couldn’t stop eating, 
consumed by my need for them, for the pleasure of 
their soft flesh on my tongue. 

Amidst my feast I glanced up, my mouth 
falling open in horror, mushrooms plopping onto the 
ground. There it stood, by the trees that encroached 
onto my garden. No longer hunched over but standing 
tall, long arms reaching out for me. I screamed, 
shuffling back on my knees, grasping mushrooms as 
I moved, holding them to my breast. The creature 
moved closer, sunlight glinting through its deathly 
pallor. Upon the smooth surface of its face a line 
stretched, like a wound, opening to reveal its mouth 
to me—full of sharp jagged teeth, long and thin. 
The wind whistled through them so they chimed, 
resonating together like a choir. 

I fled into the house, skidding on the laminate 
flooring as I rounded the corner, and dashed down the 
hallway. I grabbed my bag and stuffed the mushrooms 
inside, their flesh crushing against an assortment of 
things. It wasn’t until I was outside, in the street did 
I realise I had nowhere to go. I was supposed to be 
sick. I couldn’t turn up at work, and besides, what 
would they say if I told them? I had no real friends 
that would support me no matter what. My family 
was estranged. I was alone. Maybe the creature knew 

this? I looked back at the house. The front door was 
wide open, and the curtains pulled tight and lights off. 
I couldn’t go back. It was waiting for me hidden in the 
crease of the dark, shadows concealing it. 

I wiped at my stained mouth, brushing hair 
from my face, trying to tidy myself. I griped the 
straps of my bag with both hands and walked down 
the street with resolve. Seeking refuge in the house of 
grandmother’s friend, a blind woman called Maggie.  

“Hello? Who is it?” she asked, peering through 
the gap in the door, her large milky eyes unfocused 
as she moved her head back and forth. I noticed with 
horror that a few of the mushrooms were in her front 
garden too, amongst her roses. 

“It’s only me Maggie,” I replied, trying to 
keep the fear from my voice, trying to let the sunshine 
warm it, so it would seem as if it was any other day. I 
was thankful that she couldn’t see my state of disarray. 

“Oh! Only you huh!” She chuckled, pushing 
the door open wide and waving me in with her clawed 
hands. “I’ll put the kettle on shall I, only you?”

Despite myself I smiled, the corner of my 
mouth pulling up slightly. She was a tiny thing, her 
back stooped from so many years spent washing 
dishes, her white hair thin and wild, like a dusty halo 
around her pinched face. She smelled of dust, old 
teabags, and dry biscuits. Just the sound of her voice 
comforted me. When she talked, I fancied I could hear 
my grandmother replying, echoing through my mind. 

I shut and locked the door behind me, checking 
the latch twice before following her into the living 
room. 

“So my dear, what brings you to my door? I 
was just listening to one of my audio books that you 
got me. It’s been grand having something to listen too. 
It gets so quite here,” she chattered. Her hand moved 
through the air until she found my arm, patting it 
gently as I sat in an armchair. 

“That’s good...I’m glad you enjoying them,” I 
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mumbled, the effort to make conversation robbing my 
voice of all emotion, so it came out flat.

“Are you alright? You don’t sound yourself?” 
she asked, hobbling out the room, the kettle already 
whistling softly.  The thought of my garden, overrun 
with those otherworldly mushrooms made me 
shudder. Their pale bodies crowding around my 
harvest, shading them from the sun so they withered 
and died, destroying everything and growing larger 
and larger until I wouldn’t be able to resist and control 
myself.

I found myself holding a crushed mushroom 
up to my face, completely unaware that I had taken it 
from my bag. At the same moment I caught sight of 
my reflection in the mirror opposite, my eyes wide and 
red rimmed. But, it wasn’t this that made me drop the 
mushroom, that made me fling my entire bag against 
the wall and cover my mouth with both hands. 

My skin had turned transparent. The same 
golden veins that threaded through the mushrooms 
caps were now under my skin, glittering like tiny 
rivers. My hair was grey, and when I tentatively 
touched the strands at my cheek with shaking fingers, 
it fell away in clumps. A low whimper slipped through 
my fingers, my face wet with tears. Mushrooms of 
varying sizes were bursting from my skin, clustering 
under my top, around my neck and atop my head. 
Now I had seen them, broken from the daze of 
uncontrolled feeding I could feel them swelling 
under my skin, creating domes that split into wounds, 
liberating them. My clothing was wet with the juices 
of crushed mushrooms, trapped under my clothing. 
My swollen belly heaved, and I gagged into my hand, 
cheeks puffing as the urge to vomit overcame me. I 
couldn’t do it though, the sickness whirling in my 
stomach as I gagged into my palm. My tears were 
golden yellow, like the juices that coated my tongue. 

I staggered to my feet, holding onto objects 
as the sickness made me dizzy. My skin itched, 
the mushrooms blooming under it becoming more 
urgent, growing in haste now. I knocked into Maggie 
as I turned the corner. The tea tray dropped from 
her frail hands, biscuits and tea cups crashing to the 

floor. She cried out, falling back, but managed to 
steady herself on the kitchen table, her blind eyes 
wide with concern, wide with fright. She could not 
see what I did though—the creature’s face pressed 
against the window, pale-yellow tongue lapping at 
the glass. Without I word I fled, hauling myself round 
the banister and up the stairs, tripping over my feet. 
I hid in the only room I knew would have a lock, the 
bathroom. Tiny mushrooms began to sprout across my 
fingers as I pulled clumsily at the lock, backing away 
until my legs hit the side of the bath. I could hear it 
approaching, slowly coming up the stairs, its footsteps 
heavy. What had it done to Maggie? It was breathing 
loudly, groaning as if it was a struggle to conquer so 
many steps. I would be safe. It was outside. The lock 
would protect me. It had to protect me. 

“Dear? Please, tell me what’s wrong. I can 
help.” Maggie pleaded from the other side of the 
door and I realised with dread it was her steps I had 
heard approaching. As this realisation sunk in, I felt 
something long and wet lick my shoulder, coiling 
round one of the mushrooms and plucking it from my 
skin. 

I couldn’t move, my limbs turning to stone, my 
lungs ceasing to work while Maggie knocked on the 
door continuously, trying to get a rise out of me. Its 
long fingers cupped my shoulders; its bumpy tongue 
tilted my head back so I was forced to stare into its 
face. Its choir of teeth sang the tune of my death. It 
had made me into a garden, and now it was time to 
harvest. I could do nothing. Just as the soil could not 
stop me, I could not stop it. 

Maggie’s pleas grow weaker as the creature 
spread me out on the bathroom floor, stripping me of 
my clothing as tenderly as a lover, my limbs shaking, 
my bladder empting itself onto the tiles. It pulled 
mushrooms from my body like flowers, cradling them 
in its hands before destroying them in its long wide 
mouth, golden juice dripping from its chin. It had 
no eyes but I felt its gaze on me, devouring me even 
before its claws ripped into me. I didn’t make a sound, 
my tongue  puffing up into a large mushroom, filling 
the cavity of my mouth. Oh, but I felt everything, each 
rip of my skin from muscle. My blood was no longer 
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red, but covered the floor all the same. Its fingers 
drove into my chest, taking hold of my rib cage and 
ripping it apart, exposing my organs that had too been 
invaded by the mushroom. They sprouted from me 
even now, as my life ebbed away, small ones popping 
from my lungs, clinging to my bones, my stomach 
completely riddled with them. Maggie’s cries became 
a song, distant as my rolling eyes were unable to 

look away as it ate me alive. I knew when it broke 
my bones, they would be filled with juice. That when 
it sank its teeth into my stomach, mushrooms would 
ooze out onto the floor. I knew just how delicious I 
tasted, how it wanted more and more. 

Eat me.
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Let’s get this over with, right? ‘cause it’s 
pissing me off now. There was no so-called Satanic 
cult involved in this case. I know the papers loved 
that shit at the time, but it wasn’t like that. I can 
tell you straight up, right now, there’s no such thing 
as Satanism. Every time someone tells you their 
shock story about a cult or a cabal or a magic circle 
or whatever, you just know right away that the fire 
underneath the smoke is going to be either a teenage 
Goth, or some poor fucking loony-binner somewhere, 
who starts hearing voices and figures it must be the 
devil talking to him. Apart from nutters, and morons, 
no-one actually believes in the Devil in this day 
and age. Not really. It’s a crock. I said all this to the 
papers at the time, although obviously no-one fucking 
listened then. They just wanted the drama.

Alright, granted, it’s not always as simple 
as that. Nine times out of ten it’s just idiot kids, but 
every so often, like I said, you do get the odd nutter. 
Sometimes bad shit goes on, obviously. The point is, 
though, that with any Satanic cult where something 
serious has actually happened, it’s almost always 
because someone’s lost the plot. I ain’t saying it ain’t 
serious, but is it Devil worship? Well, not really.

Now, I’ll tell you why I know what I’m talking 
about here. I used to be a DI in Avon and Somerset 
Constabulary, and whenever I came across a so-called 
Satanic cult, it was for one of two reasons. 

It could be some kids pissing around, spray 
painting on the church or whatever. Or, it could be 
that something serious had happened. Someone, some 
‘binner somewhere who’s off his pills, could have 
done something truly, deeply fucked up. 

And this case? the fucking Dead Angel 
Mystery, as the papers keep calling it? Honestly, it 
could have been either. We never really figured out 
what happened. I’ll tell you what I know. The rest of 
it’s just media hype.

It was January time, and fucking freezing. It’d 
been snowing pretty heavily. We got a call to say that 
someone had found a body in a flat. This was right up 
in Clifton village, near the bridge. This flat was proper 

nice, in a big old Georgian town house, must have 
been worth close to a million. The corpse was some 
junkie kid, about nineteen. We thought at the time he 
must have had rich parents or something, who must 
have bought this place for him so they could keep an 
eye on him, and this kid had been shooting up in the 
flat by himself and had overdosed. 

Now like I said, it was snowing outside. Great 
big heavy flakes, like cotton wool. I came up through 
Hotwells and crossed the river down by Cumberland 
Basin on my way to the scene, and I shit you not, there 
was ice in the docks, it was that cold. 

We got to the flat and looked around. It was 
like a bomb site in there. This guy must have trashed 
the place looking for shit he could sell to score with. 
There were no radiators, no doors, no glass in the 
windows, nothing, and you can imagine how cold it 
was in that place. The kid might as well have been 
living in a cave. Even the water in the toilet had frozen 
solid. 

And the body, let me tell you; it should have 
been frozen, preserved, like, but it wasn’t. It’d started 
to rot. The kid’s cheeks had started to cave in, like 
he’d been lying out in the hot sun, and when they 
got him onto the stretcher they said he was damp, 
not frozen, damp, on his arse and the backs of his 
legs, where he’d been left sitting on the floor for God 
knows how long. They took his trousers off in the 
morgue, and the backs of the kid’s thighs practically 
fell off with them. He was already rotting. We checked 
the floorboards, looking for some sort of heat source, 
underfloor radiators, whatever, but there was nothing 
like that. So what had warmed him up enough to start 
the putrefaction process, was a mystery that we never 
solved. 

As it happened, the kid didn’t own the place. 
The flat belonged to the kid’s dealer, and the dealer 
had run off pretty fucking sharpish when the kid had 
gone over. We found the scumbag and bought him in 
for questioning, and he told us that his supplier, the 
next guy up the smack chain, had been using the place 
as well. 
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There was a ground floor flat under the 
dealer’s, some poor old ex-aristo lived there, who 
said he didn’t know anything about any drug dealing 
but told us it’d been getting too hot in his flat lately, 
and could we ask the dealer to turn the heating down? 
Anyway, underneath the ex-aristo was the building’s 
basement. The dealer told us that the supplier and a 
couple of other guys went down there sometimes. 
He said he didn’t know what for, and whatever we 
threatened him with, he wouldn’t tell us anything else. 

So what can you do? In the end, we went back 
to the flat, and me, Sergeant Wells and PC Foulds 
went to have a look down in that basement, where 
that weird heat seemed to be coming from. We were 
expecting... I don’t know what. A ketamine lab, or 
some shit. Could be anything. But we definitely 
weren’t expecting what we found. 

It was a cult worship site. There were no 
lights down there so we were scoping the place out 
by torchlight, and you can imagine how jumpy that 
makes you. The walls were white tiles, like in a 
hospital. On the floor, though, was all this... all these 
circles and writing, and some other shit like drawings. 
The circles got smaller and smaller towards the middle 
of the room. They were like... like two different 
spirals going different directions at the same time. You 
know what I mean? The circles going one way were 
in something black like ink, and the writing was in 
Latin. The circles going the other way were something 
brown, that looked like dried blood. The writing and 
the pictures... I had no idea. Some ancient shit, that 
looked a bit like hieroglyphs. 

And in the middle of the circle was a table. 
We all flashed our torch beams around and all lit up 
the table at the same time. I remember it was hard to 
focus ‘cause our hands were shaking and the lights 
were jumping around. Every so often we’d catch 
a glimpse of something just inside the torch beam, 
something that looked like it was moving, and we’d 
all fucking jump and shout, we were that scared. 
This table looked medical, like what surgeons use to 
operate on, and it was huge, like someone had got two 
of them and slammed them together. And welded on 
to the table were these manacles, like metal restraints, 

for hands and feet.

Except, there were six of them. I mean, let’s be 
straight here, this thing was obviously meant to hold 
someone down. So there should have been four, right? 
One for each arm, and one for each leg. But there were 
six. There were the four restraints where you’d expect 
them to be, but the other two were wider than the arm 
and leg ones, and set further out towards each edge 
of the table, coming off in a straight line from about 
where the victim’s shoulders would have been... 

Anyway, we got out of there pretty quick. The 
table was rancid with blood, big old pools of it that 
hadn’t scabbed over yet, in all the dents and rivets 
on the metal surface. And some sicko, some fucking 
psychopath, had poured feathers all round the room. 

We got out of the building. I remember rubbing 
snow on my hands to stop my palms from sweating so 
much. I remember looking around, looking at the way 
the shadow of the spires on the Abbey fell across all 
the old, white buildings, and thinking what a fucked 
up old city this really was. After we’d had a breather 
and a cigarette, we called in forensics, and they had a 
look.

 The blood threw them a bit of a curve-ball 
when they got it back to the lab; it didn’t match any 
blood type we know about, and under a microscope 
there were no platelets or blood cells or anything, like 
you’d expect in human blood. They decided it was 
probably an elaborate fake, which you don’t see the 
papers reporting too much. Truth doesn’t sell, right? 

And you know the rest. They translated 
the Latin, it was some old Catholic prayer about 
Seraphims and Cherubims and all that. That’s where 
the papers got the idea about the Angel from. The 
other writing, the writing in blood, was analysed, it 
turned out to be old Babylonian. You know, cults love 
all that archaeology shit. Just watch the Exorcist. A 
bunch of nerds on the staff of the Post had a look at 
the photos of the basement and decided it looked like 
a summoning circle, and after that they ran a huge 
campaign to get Dungeons and Dragons and all those 
old fantasy games banned because they thought kids 
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were trying to copy all the magic spells out of them. 

It all died down after a while. The downstairs 
neighbour, the ex-aristo, moved out a few months 
later, saying he was sick of the heat, and the Post did 
a little story about that. After that, I think everyone 
forgot about it.

There was something else though. As we were 
leaving, we were scurrying up the stairs out of the 
basement, and I was the last one at the back. I heard 
something behind me crash, and clatter, like the big 
metal table had suddenly fallen over. I spun round 
with my torch, and saw... 

Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I quit my job 
right after that. I’ve been seeing this doctor recently, 

a private one, that my police pension pays for. I’m 
getting these bad dreams, that’s all. It’s nothing 
serious, but sometimes I wake up in the night and 
the dreams don’t seem to stop. I reach down, and my 
bed’s covered in feathers, all old and flaky and warm 
to touch. Then standing over me in the bedroom, in 
my shitty flat, in the dark, I see these two great, big, 
stinking things waving around. 

They’re big lumps of flesh and bones, like 
sides of beef that’ve been left out in the sun for too 
long, all wet and maggoty and old. They look like 
rotten wings.
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Midnight
Visitors

by
Esther Olson

The woman yawned, removed her glasses, and 
rubbed at her eyes. The night was growing late, and 
she didn’t want to miss out on a few hours of sleep 
before her son woke up. Reluctantly, she saved her 
program, shut down her laptop, and headed to bed. A 
quick change into her comfortable sleepwear and she 
was ready for bed. She only hoped her muse would 
be quiet enough to allow her to sleep, but she knew 
better.

 
The life of a writer was never easy.
 
It didn’t take her long to fall asleep. However, 

her eyes flew open at an unexpected sound, her breath 
caught in her throat. Other than her son, she lived and 
slept alone. So, who could be making such sound? 
Frightened, but unwilling to be made a victim, she 
reached for her glasses, slid them on, and slowly 
crept out of bed. She paused only long enough to 
grab a makeshift weapon—a metal folding chair—
and stepped quietly from her bedroom into the living 
room.

 
At the sight before her, she froze mid-step, 

dropping the chair, and blurtted out “Holy Hanna!”
 
“Oh good, you’re awake,” said a friendly 

blond woman. The slant of her green eyes and the 
headband indicated she was Illya, a healer elfmaid.  
The writer recognized her as the features matched the 
mental image she had painted in her mind for so many 
years. “I hope we didn’t wake you.”

 

A fiery red-head snorted. “Illya! We meant to 
wake her.”

 
The writer stammered, clutching both her 

heart and the wall. She had to be dreaming. That’s 
it, dreaming. There was no way she was seeing her 
characters in the flesh, sprawled all over her furniture 
and floor. How was it that so many were able to fit 
in such a small apartment? As it was, there were so 
many!

 
Scanning the room, she noted that just about 

every character she conceived was present. There 
was her half-elf, Steel, tragic and lovely; Grey, every 
curve of her body sleek and sensual; Eliondir, dark 
and demonic; Cat, tall and golden…. So many. She 
marvelled at the moment. Then a thought occurred to 
her, and she carefully scanned the room, slowly tilting 
her head up. Against all laws of physics and science, 
her ceiling was the same height—yet, Bahar, Lord of 
Dragons was able to fit in the building.

 
“T-that...” The writer took in a shaky breath, 

feeling faint as she beheld the dragon’s beauty. His 
scales were like an abalone shell, so many different 
colours combined into a being of perfection.

 
“Most gently, my friends,” the dragon rumbled 

as he used his claw to lightly guide the writer to a spot 
on the sofa. “It is much to take in.”

 
“In case you were wanting to finish what you 

were saying,” the red-head continued, “yes, that’s 
Bahar. Such a gentledragon.”

 
The dragon smiled toothily. The writer covered 

her eyes at the sight of such enormous fangs. He could 
swallow her whole and have no issue whatsoever. He 
really was huge. Perhaps it was a mistake to write him 
that way. “I’m dizzy,” she whispered.

 
Illya touched her shoulder, murmured, “It’s 

all right. I can help 
you… just breathe.”

 
The writer 

opened her eyes and 
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stared at Illya. “I felt that… You’re real. You’re all 
real!”

 
“Eh...” The redhead held out a hand and shook 

it side to side. “Not quite.”
 
“Huh?”
 
“You’re dreaming,” Illya said kindly. 
 
“That explains the ceiling,” the writer said 

with a nod.
 
Bahar grinned again. She felt her heart skip a 

beat at the sheer impact of those fangs.
 
“Could you not… smile?” The writer stuttered 

and added, “It’s just…. Big fangs. Really big.”
 
Bahar chuckled deeply. She could’ve sworn 

she felt the ground rumble.  “As you like.”
 
The writer grasped for sanity. “So this is a 

dream.”
 
“Yes,” Illya answered.
 
“But… why are all of you here?”
 
“We’d like to talk to you,” the redhead said.
 
“Avenel,” the writer said instantly, recognizing 

the bard.
 
“In the flesh,” she said with a wide smile. “So 

to speak.”
 
Illya smacked her sister on the shoulder. “Be 

nice.”
 
The writer turned, continued naming the 

characters. “Shayera, Steel, Keilara…. Zalind, Cat, 
Rachel…. Oh wow, Arthur. Orin.” So many, and all 
familiar to her. “A-all of you… want to talk to me?”

 
“Yes. We’re tired of waiting!” Eliondir stepped 

forward, stern. “I have waited a decade for my chance 

to be told. To have my story play out the way it 
should.” The glance he gave Keilara was full of dark 
promise, and the elfwoman blushed. The writer fought 
an ill-timed giggle.

 
“You?” Orin scoffed. “I have waited for two 

decades for Atlantis’s story to be told! How long must 
my people suffer under water?”

 
“You are not the only one who has waited,” a 

calm, regal voice said. The crowd parted to allow a 
tall, slender elfwoman with unusual sapphire-streaked 
black hair. “I remember you.” The writer felt her jaw 
drop. “And I have never forgotten the day you ran into 
me in the forest as a young girl.”

 
“Arilyn,” the writer whispered the name, 

almost reverent.
 
“Yes,” the elfwoman said with a smile. “There 

are many of us. And more continue to come, don’t 
they?”

 
“I can’t help it. T-the mind… my mind… it 

won’t be quiet. It keeps seeking, keeps finding.”
 
“Yes.” The elfwoman smiled wryly. “We are 

all too aware of how much space has been added to 
make room for them.”

 
“So how long should we wait? I have a 

kingdom to save.” The speaker was a cool, arrogant 
man with dark eyes. “Shayera must be queen.”

 
“Peace,” rumbled Bahar. “I’ll hear no further 

criticism to our Maker.”
 
“Maker?” The writer went pale.
 
“Didn’t you know?” Illya asked gently. “You 

created us. You can, if you wish, un-Make us.”
 
The writer let 

out a nervous titter. 
“N-no...”

 
“Well, that’s 
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a relief.” Avenel crossed her legs and tossed her 
brilliant hair. “I’d hate to suddenly go poof, gone.”

 
“I could never….” The writer gathered herself 

and stood, gathering all who stood in her living room 
with her gaze. Impossibly large, impossibly small. “I 
know all of you have been waiting for your stories to 
be written. Some have been waiting a very long time, 
but I promise, it’ll happen. I just need time. My life… 
I’m a mother now. And on my own. It’s not easy, but 
I’m trying. I promise. It’ll happen. I’ll be spending the 
rest of my life trying to write it all, and it’ll be such a 
grand adventure.”

 
Some murmurs, mostly sound, of discontent 

and agreement. It did not surprise her that some 
were reluctant to wait even more, but still, despite 
the discontent, they bowed their heads to her. 
Acknowledging the wait and accepting it.

 
“But there’s someone I’d like to see first before 

you all go,” the writer said.
 
“As you wish, Maker,” Bahar said respectfully.
 
The writer smiled, held out her hands to gently 

touch her characters as she passed. Some bowed, some 
returned the gesture. A few outright hugged her. She 
wound her way through them all, taking her time to 
marvel at seeing them in the flesh. But the further she 
went in the crowd, the more her apprehension grew. If 
only her characters knew!

 
But eventually, she found him. It. It was a 

being without shape, without colour. Black as night, as 
empty as death. Only slits of crimson indicated where 
its eyes were. She felt her breath struggle in her lungs 
and forced herself to resume normal breathing. It was 
not often one faced the greatest evil ever created.

 
“Hello Shadow,” she whispered.
 
“Maker,” it purred.
 
Bahar tilted his head at her, massive and 

shimmery. “Maker…? I question your wisdom.”
 

“It’s okay,” she managed. “I just wanted to see 
him. To see this… being of evil. I used to think he—
it—was a product of misunderstanding. At least, it was 
when I first created it. But I grew older and began to 
realize that evil was real and dark and horrible. That it 
existed. And his—its—existence changed as well.”

 
“And now…?”
 
“And now I can demonstrate that light exists 

as well. Thanks to the love of friends, the kindness of 
complete strangers. Because the love of a child, I’ve 
discovered my courage and strength.” She turned to 
face Shadow, meeting the crimson eyes. “Your time 
will come, Shadow.”

 
“Evil will always exist,” it hissed.
 
“Yes,” she said sadly. “But so will the light.” 

As she reached out for the Shadow, her hand began to 
glow. The brilliance spread up her arm, over her form, 
until she was pure white light. Without thought, she 
took the Shadow into her arms and her whole world 
flared into blindness.

 
With a gasp, the writer awoke, bolting upright 

in her bed. Confused, she grabbed her glasses and 
blinked around the room. Quiet, peaceful, her toddler 
son snoring nearby. She slid out of bed and padded 
up to her bedroom window. Silently, she flicked the 
blinds to see outside, the stars illuminating the night 
sky, and wondered.

The End
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Quest for Knowledge 
(Volume 1 of the 

FirstWorld Saga) Ju 
(Part Two) & The 
Eternal Soulmate

Simon is in the past and has had a shock to 
discover he is about to become a father. He 

has just set eyes on his ‘wife to be’ for the very 
first time.

Ju (Part Two)

Instinctively, Simon knew what he should do. 
He stood up and removed his clothes. He was still 
ashamed of his skinny physique, his pale skin, and 
his lack of body hair. He held his hands in front of his 
genitals, afraid to show them to Ju. He slipped under 
the skins beside her. They lay, side by side, not quite 
touching. Simon thought that he could hear two hearts 
beating. They stayed, unmoving and unspeaking, as 
the sun set. As the last red glow disappeared from the 
cave, Simon felt a small hand tentatively seek out his. 
He held it and marvelled at its small size. It wasn’t a 
soft hand, like Juliana’s; it was tough and calloused 
by hard work. It felt warm and good. Slowly, almost 
imperceptibly, she moved her body so that it was 
touching his. Soon, she was snuggling into his body. 
Simon liked the feeling. He rolled over, facing her. 
She did the same. He took her in his arms and held her 
in a long cuddle. Simon smelt her hair and her body 
odour. Again, he expected to be repulsed and again he 
was wrong. He loved the way she smelled. It turned 
him on. His erection was now pushing between them. 
She took his hand and placed it between her thighs. 
She was wet with anticipation. Shy and inexperienced 
as he was, he recognised an invitation when he 
received one.  

Simon recalled Mandred telling him that 
having sex while pregnant was banned. He figured that 
the risk was worth it. She hadn’t been stoned so far, so 
they were probably safe now. He had imagined losing 
his virginity so many times and in so many ways. He 
had never come close to imagining a scenario like 
this. He had never come close to imagining what he 
would feel. He not only had sex for the first time that 
night, but he also made love for the first time. The 
feelings shocked him. The situation shocked him. He 
enjoyed them anyway. Simon and Ju didn’t go to the 
communal fire that night. They didn’t feel any hunger. 
They were consumed by each other. Simon lay on his 
back, sated, and held her as she slept. Against all of 
the odds, he felt happy, really happy, for the first time 
in his life and it scared the hell out of him.

The next few months passed in a blur. It was 
a simple life. Simon’s days were spent with the other 
men, learning how to hunt and fashion weapons and 
tools. He felt like a novice athlete in training as he 
learned to run fast for long periods and throw spears 
with power and accuracy.  He was also taught how to 
fish with their primitive, yet effective, hooks and nets. 
As he learned their physical skills, so he picked up 
their language. Despite what Mandred had told him, 
he found it to be rich and sophisticated although he 
often found the correct guttural pronunciation difficult. 
The men often laughed at his clumsy endeavours 
or his mispronunciation of words. He took it all in 
good humour and enjoyed the camaraderie. Yet, as he 
enjoyed the happiness of his new life and new friends, 
always his thoughts turned to his old friends, how they 
were faring, and whether they were missing him.

The summer was warm, and the men wore 
only simple loin cloths. Simon’s slim frame filled out 
a little as his musculature increased. His skin suffered 
in the sun. He didn’t tan, but burned on a regular 
basis and his skin peeled off in sheets. His freckles 
grew, until his skin became mottled with small spots. 
His facial hair, though slow growing, eventually 
covered his face with a bright red beard. His was not 
as impressive in quantity as the rest of the men, but it 
more than made up for it in colour.

Simon’s evenings were spent around the 
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communal fire. He had long philosophical discussions 
with Mandred. Amongst other things, they discussed 
the meaning of life; the need for Balance in all things; 
the prospects for the future; the nature of good and 
evil; and how to find happiness. Simon was barely 
on speaking terms with Manfred, who seemed to 
spend most of his time alone in his cave. The summer 
evenings were warm and long. Simon enjoyed the 
social atmosphere around the fire. He grew to be held 
in high regard by most of the tribe, including the old 
chief, and he enjoyed his status. He began to think of 
himself as the natural choice to be their leader, when 
Yo died. He had long discussions with Mandred about 
what new technologies or skills would be appropriate 
to introduce to help his people. Mandred cautioned 
him not to act too hastily.

Simon’s nights were spent with Ju. In her 
arms, he really felt like he had come home. The baby 
grew quickly, and appeared to be enormous compared 
to her tiny frame. By seven months, it looked to 
Simon like a full term pregnancy. He began to worry 
about the birth. Concerned about Ju’s and the baby’s 
health, and conscious of the tribe’s taboo, they stopped 
having sex around the fifth month of Ju’s pregnancy. 
It didn’t matter to Simon. When he lay with Ju, 
just holding and cuddling her and his child, he felt 
complete joy and peace with the world. He completely 
forgot that Kin Slayer was buried at the back of 
the cave. He wasn’t sure when the metamorphosis 
occurred and he began to view the baby as his, but he 
now did. His plans for the future revolved around his 
mate, his child, and his tribe. Ju was very supportive, 
and before too long, as his language skills improved, 
they were able to lie in the dark and chat about all 
sorts of things, mostly about their future together. 

Ju was very intelligent, and, as Simon’s skill 
at the tribe’s language improved, he also managed 
to teach her some words of his own. Before too 
long, they were able to lie in the dark and chat 
about all sorts of things in a strange mish-mash 
of tongues and gestures which would have been 
utterly incomprehensible to any outsider listening in. 
Their stumbling attempts to understand one another 
frequently left them giggling and served to cement 
their closeness. Mostly, they talked about their future 

together, and Simon felt that at last he had what he 
had always wanted; a real family, and a sense of 
belonging.

During the last two months of her pregnancy, 
Ju was unable to work. She was confined to bed and 
the old medicine woman, Wa, spent many hours 
each day with her. Simon wanted to stay with Ju, 
but Wa would chase him out of the cave. As well 
as his hunting duties, Simon had to fetch water and 
wood for the cave, but he didn’t mind the extra 
work. He examined Ju every day, making sure that 
the pregnancy was progressing normally. He wanted 
to help Wa with the birth, teach her simple medical 
techniques and help her to understand about infection 
and the need for good hygiene. At every approach 
he was shunned and ordered to concentrate on men’s 
business. This was women’s business and it was taboo 
for men to get involved. He continued to monitor Ju’s 
progress in secret and vowed that when he became 
leader things would be different.

It had been a glorious summer. The hunting 
had been good, they had been untroubled by predators, 
and the women had collected an abundance of fruits 
and roots. They were well prepared for this winter 
with large stocks of dried food.  The tribe was excited 
about their harvest festival which always took place 
when the chief determined that enough food had been 
collected. It would be the last feast until midwinter. 
They would farewell the sun on its journey to find new 
life. At midwinter, they would feast again and plead 
for the sun to return and bring the new life back to 
them.

The men had had a successful hunt the 
previous day and there was no need for further hunting 
before the feast. Ju was in great discomfort, but Wa 
ushered Simon out of the cave. The medicine woman 
was clearly concerned. Simon was worried. The 
baby must be nearly due. He didn’t want to be too far 
away, but he didn’t feel like company, so he headed 
down to the river. No one was around. He sat on a log 
and watched the river. The flowing water enchanted 
him. The way the ripples caught and refracted the 
sun soothed him. He began to reflect on the past 
few months. What did someone need to be happy? 
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He thought back to his upbringing in Melbourne. 
There, it had seemed to be a continual competition to 
amass wealth. Everyone wanted a bigger house or a 
flashier car. They had to have the latest technological 
gadgets. Were they any happier when they got them? 
Yet there was extreme poverty in his world too. A 
small percentage of the population was raping the 
Earth’s resources at the expense of the majority. As a 
result, the Earth was responding. Climate change had 
become critical and almost tipped the planet over the 
edge. Now the religious zealots were taking the world 
to the brink of war. Perhaps it was all over by now. 
Maybe the world as he knew it had been destroyed. 
Maybe they had stopped once again at the brink. 
At least when you fought with swords you couldn’t 
destroy the planet. Thoughts of swords reminded him 
of Kin Slayer for the first time in ages. Suddenly, he 
had a strong yearning to feel the comfort of his sword 
at his side. He fought the urge and refocussed on his 
train of thought. Happiness, he decided, was a full 
belly, a warm place to live, to love and be loved, to 
be appreciated for a job well done, and to be a part 
of a community. He had all of those things here. He 
had them in spades. He didn’t have an E-Pod or a 
view screen. He didn’t have a powerful car. What he 
had was worth so much more. Goodness was to put 
community ahead of self and to do no harm. Evil was 
the ultimate selfishness, to have no compassion, no 
thoughts at all for others, to act without empathy or 
sympathy.

He sat back on the log and stretched his legs. 
The autumn sunshine warmed his body. He was 
feeling pleased with himself. After all, he had just 
solved the problems the world’s philosophers had 
been grappling with for millennia. Then another 
thought hit him. Was he good or evil? He had killed 
innocent people. Was there both good and evil in 
everyone? What was the Balance? Could he hide here 
forever and give up on his greater destiny? He heard 
future Manfred’s voice in his head. Simon, you serve 
the Balance. You are the Everlasting Hero. Elannort 
needs you.

“No, leave me alone. I have found peace here. 
I am about to become a father.” Simon was unaware 
that he was talking aloud until he looked up and saw 

a wizard observing him. At first, he thought it was 
Mandred.

“Simon. I have been remiss not to spend time 
with you. I have been feeling sorry for myself and I 
have been neglecting my duties. I’m sorry. Can I ask 
who you were talking to?”

Simon was caught in a dilemma. How could he 
tell Manfred that he was talking to him, a future him, 
far into the future? He was spared having to answer, 
by a huffing and puffing Mandred. “There you are, 
Simon. Come quickly, it’s Ju, it’s time, the baby is 
coming. They have taken her to the birthing stone.”

Simon ran off, leaving the two wizards to 
follow 

at a more seemly gait. He was feeling a 
mixture of excitement and trepidation. He longed 
to hold his baby, but he feared for Ju. The sun was 
directly overhead when he got back to his cave. Before 
he went to the birthing stone, he had to do something. 
His earlier thoughts stayed with him. He crawled to 
the back of the cave and dug down into the sand. He 
pulled out Kin Slayer, stood up, brushed it off, and 
strapped it to his side. He was tempted to draw the 
sword, but restrained himself. He hurried off. He was 
about to become a father.

The Eternal Soulmate

The old man looked hunched and grey and 
he struggled to get to his feet as the heavily pregnant 
young woman entered his cave. Ju rushed to him and 
hugged him. She knew the rumours that circulated 
around the village and even in the dim light of the 
cave entrance she could see that they were probably 
true. Her father had little time left in this world.

“My child.” His voice was thin and croaky.

“Father, how are you feeling?” Ju hugged him 
again although the huge bump in her belly made a 
proper hug impossible.

“My time is near, but I hope to see my child’s 
child. Please let us sit. My old legs can barely hold 
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me.”

They sat on a pile of soft skins on the cave 
floor and sat in silence for a while. Eventually Yo 
broke the silence. “I am troubled, daughter.”

“What is it, Father?”

“The laws of the tribe are for a great purpose. 
Without them we would have chaos. I fear that I have 
misused my power for personal gain and will have to 
pay a terrible price when Death takes me.”

Ju had an inkling of where this was heading. 
There were many things that they had never spoken 
about. They had skirted around them like hunters 
avoiding a big cat. “If I have wronged you Father, I 
…”

She was cut off in mid-sentence. “Hush child 
and listen to me. There is more going on here than 
I can fathom. First, two strange druids appear from 
nowhere and begin to teach us about the sun and 
confuse us with their magic. Then a tall dark stranger 
appears and you become with child. He disappears 
and months later a new, tall, red stranger appears and 
the druid somehow convinces me he’s really the same 
person. The druids have more say than I do. I should 
have had you stoned, but I could not do that to my 
own daughter. The druid convinced me to spare you, 
yet I needed little convincing. He says that there is a 
higher purpose at play here. With all of the strange 
happenings I believe him. Tell me daughter. Who is 
this Simon? What child do you carry in your belly?”

Ju winced as the baby kicked. She hoped that 
her father didn’t misinterpret the action. She was torn 
between her duties. The duty to her husband to keep 
secret the special things they had spoken about; the 
duty to her father to show him due respect; and the 
duty to her chief to honour and obey him. She made 
her decision and the baby kicked her twice as hard. 
“I don’t completely understand him. He uses words 
in his own language that I don’t understand when our 
words cannot explain something. At night, he often 
cries out in his sleep and I do not always understand 
him. He often repeats one word, which seems to be a 

name. I hear it because it is so like mine. He calls for 
Juliana.” She paused, expecting a response from her 
father but got none.

“I only know that he is special to me. I cannot 
describe how he makes me feel. I have never felt so 
alive. It’s like my whole body is on fire but in a good 
way. He uses a word that I don’t understand but says 
we are soulmates.” She groaned as a sharp pain shot 
through her body and the baby kicked her again.

“Your time is close,” her father said. “It may 
surprise you but your mother and I felt like that at one 
time. I hope that she’s waiting for me on the other side 
and we’ll feel like it again. You didn’t invent it. Is the 
baby his?”

“What we have is different. I have talked to my 
friends about it. Even those who are just joined. What 
we have goes much further than they feel. The baby 
isn’t his but he will be a true father. Does that not say 
much about him?”

Her father only grunted. She knew that he was 
punishing himself for letting two different men take 
her.

She decided to tell him her biggest secrets. 
“The one who came first,” she swallowed hard, “The 
one who came first took me by force. He made me 
bleed and he hurt me.” She had to bite her tongue 
to stop herself screaming as another sharp pain 
threatened to tear her apart. She imagined it must be 
like being speared. “Simon was not like that. Even 
though you had decreed that we were joined and he 
was the same man. Even though the druid had told me 
what must be. Even though I was heavy with child. I 
encouraged him. He was gentle. He would never hurt 
me.”

Yo stared at his only child, shook his head and 
eventually spoke so quietly that Ju struggled to make 
out the words. “You would have had a brother had 
not Death taken him and your mother on the birthing 
stone. He would be a proud man now with children 
of his own. The tribe would have a new leader and I 
would meet Death with contentment. Now everyone 
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jostles for position and I fear for the tribe’s stability 
when I’m gone. Chaos is waiting in the shadows by 
the fire. Some talk of Simon as the next leader. Where 
did he come from? How can we be sure he won’t go 
back and disappear like the first one?”

Ju thought about the long nights they had lain 
in each other’s arms planning the future. Occasionally, 
she could get him to drop his guard and talk about 
his past. “All I know is that he is running away from 
something terrible. He is afraid of what he might turn 
into if he were to return. He is a good man but he 
fears turning into an evil one. He has found peace here 
and has great plans to improve our lives. Please don’t 
think that I have been possessed. Please don’t have me 
stoned. I believe he comes from the future.”

Yo was about to respond to his daughter’s 
latest revelation when Ju screamed and pulled herself 
upright. As the contraction subsided she felt a pop and 
warm liquid like water ran down her legs and pooled 
on the cave floor.

“Wa!” Yo shouted, struggling to his feet. “Get 
in here!” The old medicine woman calmly walked in 
followed by a group of three other women. “It’s time. 
I’m going to see my child’s child.”
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woman’s ‘deliverance’ is the Red Death, a disease that 
causes one to bleed from the pores, dying in agony.

As the plague spreads across the countryside, 
Prospero gathers the local nobility into the safety of 
his castle. Of course, how safe can you be with a man 
who worships the devil, likes to spout off about the 
true nature of terror and occasionally murders people? 

While the local 1% engages in frenzied 
debauchery, Prospero tries to convince local villager 
Francesca (the beautiful, but bland, Jane Asher) to 
embrace evil. The gathering soon devolves into death 

An old woman wanders a set-bound hillside, 
collecting firework. She encounters a man dressed 
in a hooded, red robe who gives her a rose and tells 
her to return home, proclaiming that the ‘day of... 
deliverance is at hand.’

So begins Roger Corman’s Masque of the Red 
Death. Part of the Corman/American International 
Pictures series of films based on Edgar Allen Poe’s 
works, Masque of the Red Death stars Vincent Prince 
as Prince Prospero, a man of calculating evil who 
rules over a Medieval wasteland. While tormenting a 
village of his vassals, Prospero discovers that the old 
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Cinema Obscura - The Overlooked 

Gems of Cinema

Masque of the red death (1964)
ByJeff Durkin



‘The way is not easy, I know, but I will take 
you by the hand and lead you through the cruel light 
into the velvet darkness.’ - Prospero

Masque is Corman’s best work. The cast 
is uniformly good with the sole exception of 
Asher. While she may be trying to convey shock 
or resignation, it appears that she is merely bored. 
However, Price, Court, Magee and the rest make up 
for her shortcomings, providing richly detailed and, in 
the case of the leads, nuanced performances. The film 
also looks beautiful. Corman and cinematographer 
Nicolas Roeg (who later went on to direct Don’t 
Look Now and The Man Who Fell to Earth) create a 
series of sumptuous and dense images. The brutally 
cold shades of black and grey  that characterise the 
outside world contrast with the decadent colours 
within Presser’s castle, creating a visual tension that 

and madness. Prospero’s consort, Juliana (Hazel 
Court, who oozes smouldering sensuality) pledges 
herself to Satan as his bride and, after experiencing 
a drug-induced hallucination of Hell that leaves her 
wanting more, is killed by a raven. Alfredo (the great 
Patrick Magee as a sadistic, sexually twisted noble, a 
less sophisticated version of Prospero) is incinerated 
while wearing an ape costume during the climatic 
masquerade ball. Gino (David Weston) and Ludovico 
(Nigel Green) – Francesca’s lover and father, 
respectively – are forced to play a game involving a 
poisoned dagger that ends with one of them dead. Fun 
and games in fourteenth century Italy.

As the masquerade ball nears its climax and 
Francesca is apparently ready to give herself over to 
Prospero, the ‘Man in Red’ makes an appearance and 
gives Vincent Price a final, fatal insight into how the 
world really works.
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attempts to define existence. Although ostensibly 
a personification of Death, a more accurate 
interpretation is to see it as the force of universal 
entropy. The Red Death not only brings an end to 
life; it crushes belief and reveals the universe to be a 
blank slate, one that we all imprint meaning on; but 
all meaning is ultimately pointless. In the end, the Red 
Death–the lack of meaning and the force of entropy–is 
the only truth.

It is the sophistication of theme and 
presentation that makes Masque such an impressive 
film. Beautifully filmed with vibrant colours, a 
disturbing soundtrack, impressive sets for a film of 
this budget (recycled from the film Beckett) and an 
effective cast–without this thematic sophistication, 
it would be intellectually empty. Instead, it is a 
brooding meditation on the meaning of all things, one 
that rewards the careful viewer with a provocative 
examination wrapped in the trappings of a moderately-
budgeted period horror movie.

Highly Recommend.

complements the central theme of the film; the victory 
of entropy over everything else. 

Each of the protagonists creates a distinct 
world-view, one that drives their actions. Prospero 
thinks that by declaring God to be dead and creating 
an Id-driven, solipsistic universe with Satan at the 
centre, he has achieved insight into mankind’s place 
in the world as a passion-driven animal. Francesca 
clings to a fuzzy notion of a God of Love, although, 
as she admits when Prospero tries to engage her in 
a philosophical discussion, ‘she has no knowledge.’ 
Her belief is the faith of the innocent. Or, as Prospero 
obviously believes, the common herd. Gino and 
Ludovico, focus on a more relationship-centred world, 
one in which the bonds of friendship, family and 
honour will win out over the immoral world of the 
lonely Prince Prospero. Juliana has made Prospero the 
centre of her universe, doing anything, even risking 
her soul, to gain his approval. Prospero’s various 
sycophants are followers, doing whatever degrading 
acts he commands, whether for safety, wealth or, in 
the case of Alfredo, the license to indulge one’s animal 
instincts.

The Red Death wipes away all of these 
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The Ferryman is an automaton at the stern of 
the boat, his, or her, arms moving in an endless circle, 
pushing us towards the shore. Towards the castle. I 
shrug. I will carry on with the tale, as much for taking 
my mind off what approaches than to entertain the 
enigmatic figure at the stern.

 
I pause in the storytelling to look around. The 

lake is massive, more like an inner sea than lakes in 
other countries. Each hill and grove, inlet and bay is 
familiar to me from my childhood crossing and re-
crossing the lake in my father’s boat.

 
The castle has always dominated the land, 

in fact I read somewhere that it is over five hundred 
years old. You, of course, will have heard all the 
stories about it and its owner. And his lost love. I 
won’t repeat them to you, but I, as a child, spent the 
last hour or so of the boat journey telling the man in 
red all about it. With his short, insightful questions 
and gentle prompts during that, my first storytelling 
experience to anyone other than my father, he had 
already started my education.

***

“But why do men say he’s a beast?” the man in 
red asked.

 
“Not a beast, but The Beast,” the boy replied.
 
There was a pause filled only with the soft 

splashing of the wavelets against the hull of the boat 
and the creak-creak-creak of the oar circling.

 
“I see,” the man in red said eventually.  He 

passed his hand across his face. Then reached out 
and closed the boy’s eyes. “I want you to see the 

story unfold in your mind’s eye. Go through it again, 
to yourself, visualise the elements of the story, the 
shipwreck, the garden, the people, the places, The 
Beast. I want you to lavish them with detail—what 
do they look like? A story is a picture painted with 
words.”

 
The boy nodded solemnly. The small sounds of 

the boat slicing through the water were all to be heard. 
After a few minutes, the boy nodded again.

 
“I’d like you to tell me that story again tonight. 

When we are cosy by a fire. Then I’d like you to tell 
it to me tomorrow when we break our fast and again 
when we find a few moments to pause, and again, and 
again. Until that tale is polished like a diamond, its 
many facets shining, ready to pierce the hearts of your 
listeners. A facet of love, one of heartache, another of 
sorrow, one of joy, another of fear, another of grief, 
another, and another.”

 
The boy stared at the man in red, his features a 

study in concentration.
 
“Right so. Your father is not going to hear the 

end of the tale of the Four and One. But you will. But 
let us return there once again. Just for a while. Until 
we dock.”

***

Padraig found it difficult keeping up with 
Andarta. She seemed to be making allowances for 
him, but he was still blown when they finally made it 
back to the Holding. Her breathing was hardly deeper, 
and she still looked alert and ready for anything, 
whilst he was gasping for breath, his face aglow, and 
streaming with sweat.

 
The Holding was in uproar. It resembled an 

ant’s nest that had been disturbed by a shovel. Men, 
women, and children swirled around the buildings. 
Some were carrying bundles precious to them; others 
stood with expressions of disbelief, or fear, upon their 
faces. Often the children were wailing, although a 
band, some eight to ten strong, weaved through the 
throng, playing a game, their high, clear laughter 
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mingled with the cacophony.
 
Here and there in the crowd were grim faced 

warriors, and Padraig spotted the grey of a wolf’s pelt 
through a window. If his father was anywhere, he was 
going to be talking to Maelgwyn, and Maelgwyn’s 
champion would not be far away.

 
He jogged Andarta’s elbow and pointed with 

his chin. She nodded and strode confidently through 
the crowd. Padraig had a hard time matching her, not 
having the knack, or the dexterity, to sinuously move 
amongst and around people. He was glad to reach the 
doorway and see that she’d waited for him.

 
As they made their way down the corridor, 

Padraig trotting to keep up with the warrior woman, 
they walked past a room where Elise and Teilo were 
deep in whispered conversation. Elise’s eyes followed 
Padraig as he stared at the pair whilst hurrying past. 
He wondered what her expression was. He thought it 
might be dread.

 
Andarta marched up to the two warriors in 

plaid stood either side of the door and put her hand 
out, ready to open it. The bigger of the two, a bear of 
a man, replete with coarse black hair and a beehive 
beard dropped a meaty hand onto Andarta’s arm.  

 
She moved a little too fast for Padraig to 

follow but the man was suddenly upon his knees, his 
face white with shock and pain, Andarta holding his 
wrist, his hand bent back upon it. Padraig saw beads 
of sweat sparkle on the man’s forehead.

 
“I suggest you let us in. My father is inside, 

and we have urgent business,” he said. The man to 
the left slid an inch of steel out of a scabbard. Andarta 
merely cocked an eyebrow.

 
“Seriously. I think you should just let us in,” 

Padraig said, hoping that his voice sounded braver 
than he was feeling. The man who was trying to cradle 
his own arm, which was obviously causing him great 
pain although Andarta seemed to not be expending 
any great effort, nodded frantically.

 

The man on the left sucked his teeth, decided 
that this was a problem above his pay grade and 
knocked on the door, which was snatched immediately 
open by yet another warrior. This one in Green Salmon 
colours. The man silently took in the scene before him 
and sighed.

 
“You’d best come in.”
 
Padraig looked beyond the man, who moved 

aside so that they could enter, and saw his father, 
Maelgwyn, Maelgwyn’s champion and another three 
or four men, one he recognised as the Magister, staring 
at them. Whatever conversation they’d been having 
had come to a grinding halt.

 
There was a clatter as the ursine form of the 

guard Andarta had been holding flopped to the floor. 
He rolled and leapt to his feet, his face having gone 
from white, to red, his hand snatched at an axe he 
wore. As Maelgwyn shouted a name, and Phelan 
shouted no, Andarta, through some form of awareness, 
glanced over her shoulder. She seemed to then bend 
down to inspect the floor, and her leg pivoted straight 
up. There was an audible crack, followed by a second 
clatter as the large man toppled gracelessly to the 
floor. His nose was spread across his face by the heel 
of Andarta’s leather bound foot.

 
There was a moment of stunned silence, 

broken by a discrete cough by Phelan.
 
“May I introduce my companions on the road? 

Andarta and my son Padraig. Please meet the new 
Righ of the Green Salmon.”

***

The man in red paused, the sounds of the 
approaching quayside were obvious. He opened his 
eyes and took in the scene. A riot of colour greeted 
him, laced with the stalking black forms of ferrymen, 
in their tricorns and bird masks. A multitude of voices 
were raised in haggling with the merchants that lined 
the quayside. Somewhere a woman’s high voice sang 
beautifully. Seagulls argued raucously over scraps 
dropped by careless pedestrians. The water became 
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choppy, and the boat started to roll a little as it 
approached the green-stained pillars of the quay. The 
smell of perfume, incense, rotten fruit and a deeper, 
unpleasant tang of decay rolled out from the quay in a 
miasma. The man in red coughed and wiped his nose. 
He noted the boy’s excitement and the Ferryman’s 
slightly stiffened pose.

 
The boat jarred against the quay and the 

Ferryman expertly tossed a rope around a bollard and 
pulled it tight so that they came to an abrupt stop. 
The three clambered out of the boat, onto the pier and 
made their way to the steps leading up to the market.

 
“I will remain with you until the castle,” the 

Ferryman muttered.
 
The man in red nodded once and indicated that 

the Ferryman should lead the way, but the boy ran 
ahead of them both.

***

As I pause, I hear seagulls, their screeches 
carrying above a low hubbub. I open my eyes and 
watch the quayside approach. There is slightly less 
colour nowadays, the latest fashions are for muted 
forest tones, but the stalking black shapes are still 
there.

 
“Will you be my escort to the castle?” I ask, 

not looking back at the Ferryman. When there is no 
answer I turn and start to repeat myself. “Will you—” 
The mask dips up and down, and I stop.

 
“Then perhaps I can tell you a little more of the 

tale.”

To be continued
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The Curse of Anansi
By Thomas David Parker

I was bored. I looked at the clock on the wall 
to see that only thirty-five minutes had passed, but it 
felt like I had spent my entire evening stuck in that 
room.

 
I had gone to an evening lecture at the local 

community centre. The lecture was called ‘The 
Origins of Creativity’, and I thought it would be an 
insightful talk on creative inspiration. However, I was 
completely wrong. What I was actually subjected to 
was an elderly speaker wittering on about some West 
African god called Anansi. Now, unfortunately, I have 
no interest in spirituality, but I felt it rude to walk out 
in the middle, so I was politely waiting for it to end.

The speaker had a long white beard, wore 
ethnic mystic-looking robes and had a wistful voice. 
It was hard to take him seriously, he looked like 
Dumbledore. But it wasn’t just the way he looked, it 
was the absolute drivel he was spouting as well. 

He was talking about the power of words, 
language, and text. How they were all ways of 
imparting knowledge and were one of the reasons 
that humans have the edge over all other animals. 
He explained that stories were a core part of how 
we understand things and make sense of the world. 
And, as the only animals that are able create fiction, 
we have the unique ability to understand life beyond 
ourselves. “But where did this power to create stories 
come from?” He asked. “Could it be a supernatural 
influence?”

The answer to this question, according to the 
speaker, was ‘yes’. He said that all stories belonged 
to a god, who was called Anansi, and it was this god 
who chose which people would become storytellers. 
Apparently it was a great honour to be chosen, but 

those that didn’t accept the gift they had been given, 
or didn’t take their role seriously enough, would 
soon lose that gift and struggle to create stories in 
the future. The speaker told the audience that if they 
wanted to be writers then the best way to receive 
inspiration was to pray to Anansi. Faith was the key to 
success.

I must confess I phased out for a bit at this 
point. Philosophy can be very interesting, but this was 
just nonsense. The idea that we don’t have control 
over what we create was a load of crap. I had studied 
the mechanics of storytelling, I had studied grammar 
and language, and I had gone out into the wider world 
and experienced life. That was inspiration, not some 
god who talked to us in our sleep.

Fiction is a commentary on our lives. I get 
that. I’ve seen how genre fiction uses metaphor to 
comment on some aspect of society. I’ve seen how 
contemporary fiction examines the human condition. 
I’ve also seen how literary fiction is just a pretentious 
blend of both, but with longer words and a massive 
marketing campaign to try and win awards. 

Writing isn’t rocket science. It’s just tedious 
typing with a bit of effort. Yes, the aim is to create 
something unique and noteworthy, but it also has 
to be entertaining enough to bring in royalties. The 
last thing it is, however, is a bunch of religious 
fanatics churning out the random thoughts of some 
metaphysical being.

When the speaker finally finished, he opened 
the floor to questions, of which there were many. 
An audience member asked what happened to those 
who didn’t believe in any god, as there were plenty 
of successful atheist writers. The speaker nodded and 
smiled.

“Anansi rewards those that deserve it.” He 
said. “Those that are humble, those that give thanks, 
and those that are disciplined shall reap the rewards. 
Those that are arrogant, those that are ungrateful, and 
those who lack discipline will never be successful with 
a career in stories.”
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Now, this was complete tosh, as far as I was 
concerned. New age spiritualist rubbish for those 
who’ve stretched their imaginations a bit too far. I 
couldn’t help myself–before I knew it, I was on my 
feet and addressing the crowd.

“‘Kind and hardworking’ triumphs over ‘lazy 
and horrible’?” I cried out. “That’s not a religious t
heory! That’s just common sense spun through a 
web of bollocks. Anyway it’s far more idealistic than 
practical.”

I looked around. The audience stared back. 
Clearly, I was on my own with this opinion, and my 
outburst had not been appreciated. I turned towards 
the speaker and saw that he was studying me with 
a face that was stern, but not angry. He cleared his 
throat loudly before responding.

“Those that renounce Anansi risk the wrath of 
a god. It is one thing to be unaware of his existence, 
but it is quite another to reject it entirely.” He 
turned away from me and faced the crowd before 
continuing. “Anansi does not enforce rules upon those 
who believe in him. For Anansi is a trickster god. 
However, he does desire respect and gratitude. Those 
that dismiss Anansi, those that are not thankful when 
he has given them inspiration, are treading a very 
dangerous path.”

“So why inform people of Anansi, if they were 
in less danger when they were ignorant?” I retorted, 
unable to help myself.

“Because Anansi is growing in power.” The 
speaker said. “Anansi exists because stories exist, and 
by creating stories we recreate Anansi, over and over 
again in a thousand different ways. I know that as I 
stand here, surrounded by storytellers and lovers of 
stories, the strength of creation is magnified. Many 
of you may feel inspired to write this evening. That 
is the power of Anansi, and this is his church. I know 
with this creative energy you will all begin to feel a 
presence as soon as I say the words, ‘Anansi is in this 

room, right now.’”

I can’t really describe what happened next, 
but the air in the room changed. There was a palpable 
tension, which was undeniable, and the room 
went silent. There was the sense that someone, or 
something, had entered the room, but all the doors and 
windows remained closed. The elderly speaker seemed 
to acknowledge this change with a slight nod before 
he spoke again.

“Anansi has arrived,” he said, and there were 
audible gasps from some in the audience. “Now, some 
of you may see or sense him, but don’t be alarmed. 
He honours us with his presence,” he continued. “For 
those that see him, Anansi may not come in a human 
form, but this is perfectly normal. In fact, he’s most 
commonly seen as something else, a creature that 
is small yet powerful. Fragile, but able to command 
fear and respect. Anansi usually manifests itself as a 
spider.”

There was a murmur across the crowd as 
people whispered to each other what they thought 
they could see or feel. Then a scream cut through the 
noise from a seat near the back. Someone had found 
a spider beneath their chair. The audience gasped, but 
the speaker, strangely, just laughed. In the confusion, 
he explained that Anansi had chosen this person to 
write his next story, and then the speaker began to 
clap. There was a pause, and then there was laughter. 
The tension had been broken as the audience rose to 
their feet and joined the applause. The lecture was 
concluded.

I walked home alone that night, and went to 
bed without company. The house was quiet and I 
was very tired, but I didn’t go to sleep straight away. 
Thoughts of the evening still drifted through my mind. 

The speaker was deluded, I was sure of it, but 
despite the craziness of the concept I could not deny 
that I had felt something when he said, ‘Anansi is in 
this room, right now,’ but what was it? 

There was no sudden draft, no door slamming 
shut, yet there was definitely a change the moment 
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it was said. It must have been some kind of parlour 
trick, the power of suggestion or something, but still 
the thought lingered like an unwanted guest: What if it 
were true?

 I felt I needed some distraction, so decided to 
read, in an effort to clear my mind. I reached over and 
switched on the bedside light as I went to pick up my 
book, but then stopped. Frozen in mid-motion I stared 
at a small shadow on the wall just a few inches from 
my hand. It was a spider. 

It wasn’t especially large, but it certainly 
wasn’t small, and it just hung there motionless, a foot 
away. A chill passed through me and my skin turned to 
gooseflesh. One thought came to the forefront of my 
mind, a single word imprinted on my consciousness: 
Anansi.

I felt fear rush through my system. It was 
irrational, ridiculous, just an overactive imagination 
that’s all, but my heart was beating faster. Meanwhile, 
the spider didn’t move. 

I leant back and tried to focus on my book, 
keeping the spider in my peripheral vision just in case, 
but still the spider didn’t move. 

I skimmed over the same page a few times, 
paragraph after paragraph, but nothing was going 
in. I soon realised the issue of the spider had to be 
addressed. 

I fetched a glass and coaster from the kitchen, 
hoping I wouldn’t have to touch this creature. 
Meanwhile, the spider didn’t move. In the end I had to 
coax it into the glass with the coaster, and soon it was 
captured, carried, and released out of the window into 
the wild.

I let out a sigh of relief. It was silly, but it was 
one of those moments where it felt like a weight had 
been lifted off my shoulders. I returned to bed, picked 
up my book, and slowly settled down. House spiders 

are ridiculously common, especially at this time of 
year, and the speaker must have known that. I smiled 
and wondered how many others were having a similar 
experience after the lecture that evening. Soon there 
was quiet. Just the gentle sound of my breathing and 
the faint tick-tock of the clock on the wall. It was a 
quarter of an hour before I noticed a tickling sensation 
in the toes on my right foot.

It was an odd sensation. Not quite an itch, but 
a very faint irritation that wouldn’t go away. I rubbed 
my feet together, but it only brought a momentary 
relief and soon the sensation returned. Reluctantly, I 
pulled back the duvet to see if there was anything in 
the bed, and there was. Dozens of tiny spider babies, 
each only a few millimetres long, crawling all over my 
feet.

I kicked them away and then leapt out onto 
the floor. I began scraping the spiders off the sheets, 
stamping on them and crushing them with the flat of 
my book. Soon the majority seemed to have gone, 
but I vacuumed the floor, changed the sheets, and 
showered just to be certain. Was this some kind of 
practical joke? I thought. But who would do this, and 
how, and why? It had to be a coincidence, just a stupid 
and terrifying coincidence. 

I lay back down. I was so angry at myself for 
this irrational fear and frustrated at the adrenaline still 
pumping through my veins. I needed sleep, but my 
body was on high alert. Tears became the only release. 
Soon hot and salty tears stung my eyes and filled my 
nose to create a snotty blubbering mess. I shook and 
trembled and curled into the foetal position. It wasn’t 
real, I told myself. Anansi wasn’t real.

Some time later, I woke to find myself in the 
pitch blackness of night. The adrenaline had finally 
left my system, and my body was still sluggish from 
sleep, but my mind was active and wide awake. With 
some effort I managed to roll onto my back and take in 
my surroundings. I wasn’t thirsty and I didn’t need the 
bathroom, so I was confused as to why I had woken 
up. The pillow was slightly damp with the residue 
of my sweat and tears, but my skin wasn’t clammy. 
I strained my ears to see if there may have been a 
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noise, and that’s when I became aware of the faint 
rustling sound. It was coming from the roof. If was 
like someone treading lightly on dry leaves, but it was 
coming from above. It was strange rather than scary. 
A familiar sound, but in the wrong place. I switched 
on my bedside light, but my eyes were not ready for it, 
and I was forced to close them. I put my hands to my 
eyes and rubbed, then moved them away as I slowly 
became accustomed to the light. 

I looked up and was confronted with a 
shimmering black mass that covered the ceiling. I 
gasped as I realised that it was the source of the noise 
and was inside the room. It had a peculiar texture, 
which I couldn’t identify as it was constantly moving 
like water. Then it became clear what it was, what it 

had to be, and what was impossible yet true. Spiders. 
Thousands of them. They had spread throughout the 
room, covering everything, and the sound was caused 
by them crawling all over each other. It was beyond 
comprehension. How had Anansi done this? Oh, I 
had no doubts over the cause of this now. Anansi had 
proven he was real and was now seeking revenge as I 
paid the price for my arrogance. 

I didn’t think to scream. I just uttered, “No, 
no, no, no,” as shock took hold. I was pleading with 
Anansi to stop, but it must have sounded like further 
rejection. The spiders descended on their webs and 
landed on my body. I wanted to scream then, but I 
couldn’t as terror had paralysed me. I just lay in bed, 
helpless and shaking, as the spiders thronged over 
me, fangs sinking into my flesh and thin hairy legs 
swarming into my silently shrieking mouth.
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I hadn’t been to my ancestral home, Newstone 
Hill, in years. I last set foot in its grand halls as a 
youth of eighteen on a summer holiday, and now, as a 
man of thirty five, I didn’t know what to expect.

The grounds were unkempt, and the rolling 
leaves from the nearby walnut trees made a mess of 
the winding road that led to the front of the estate. As 
I carefully stepped out of my carriage, favouring my 
left boot due to an old war injury, I was immediately 
brought back to my childhood.

How I loved Newstone when I was a child; 
its stately grandeur and traditional beauty gave me a 
sense of purpose and lineage. Considering how lonely 

my upbringing had been, my family estate was all I 
had to get me through. I lost my parents at sea when 
I was merely an infant and was raised by my ageing 
aunt, Agnes, who was a strict, albeit slightly eccentric, 
woman. Now that she had passed, the portraits of long 
dead family members hanging on the walls were all I 
had left to give me a sense of home. 

“Just put my bags by the front door,” I told 
the driver as I tipped him with a fiver. “I’ll do the rest 
myself.”

“Thank you, Lord Bryant,” said the 
carriage driver as he carried my two large bags up 
the cobblestone steps. “But are you sure you can 
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manage?”

Trying not to become offended when he eyed 
my bad leg, I politely replied, “Yes, I’ll do fine on my 
own.”

As I opened the large stone and wood doors 
with my newly chiselled key, the memories came 
flooding back. In my mind, I saw my old, beloved 
black dog named Rider. He jumped up on my still-
healthy twelve-year-old legs and licked my face. As I 
took in a deep breath, I sighed in melancholia. He was 
such a good boy, I told myself as I slowly brought in 
my heavy bags.

The war had taken its toll on my body, and it 
had also affected my heart and mind. I just wasn’t the 
same man I was before I bravely, and perhaps, naively 
enlisted. However, I was currently determined to save 
my family’s estate from ruin, and assessing its damage 
with my own eyes was the first step. Besides, my 
doctor had been pressing me to take some time to rest. 
I figured I could kill two birds with one stone. 

I wasn’t prepared for what lay ahead of me, 
though. That evening, I had just finished dinner and 
was settled for the night when I heard a disturbing 
sound coming from the first floor. It sounded as if a 
woman was screaming, and it shook me to the core. 
How could I possibly sleep? However, it was too 
much of a bother for me to walk all the way down the 
lengthy staircase, so I pulled on the hanging bell by 
my bed. A few minutes later, my young maid came to 
ask what was the matter. 

“I’m sorry for disturbing you, Melinda,” I said 
while standing at my door in my burgundy robe and a 
small candelabra in my right hand, “but do you hear 
that strange wailing noise?”

She instantly blushed and shyly replied, “Oh, 
that… aye.”

Her odd reaction gave me cause to prod 
further. “You know who is making that noise then? 
Whomever it is, or whatever is causing her to scream, 
can you please tell her to stop? I am quite exhausted 

from my trip from Italy, and I need to rest.”

“Wish I could, my lord,” she nervously replied. 

“Melinda, I told you before...” I softly scolded. 
“You may call me Devon. None of this lord nonsense 
is necessary.”

“Sorry, my… er, Devon, sir.”

I sighed and smirked at the young maid with 
brown curls in front of me. She was quite attractive, 
but I was not about to flirt with her, or anyone for that 
matter. Not only was it wildly inappropriate, but I had 
had my fill of young girls in Italy. It was a decade-
long, flesh-oriented distraction and a waste of time. 
I knew full well the truth: nothing would be able to 
fulfil my heart, not since I lost my true love at the age 
of eighteen. Her name was Mary, and even though we 
were merely adolescents, there was no one else in my 
mind and soul; she engulfed it like an ever burning 
flame, inextinguishable and eternal. Mary was not 
meant to be mine, however, for she was sent to the 
convent shortly after we professed our forbidden love, 
and I hadn’t heard from her since. 

Nodding to Melinda, I said, “Alright then, now 
that we’ve got that straightened out, can you please 
stop that woman from making such racket? I really do 
need to sleep.”

“Oh, sorry, Devon, sir… I can’t really do 
nothin’ about it. You see, it’s… the ghost.”

I raised my left brow and said, “Excuse me?”

“Yeah, I ain’t pulling yer leg, my lord… er, 
Devon. I wouldn’t kid about something like that. It’s 
the ghost of the estate. They say she roams around at 
this time in the old abbey nearby, and sometimes in 
the halls. I don’t know. I ain’t never seen her, but some 
have. She’s always wailing though. She don’t calm 
down till about two or three in the morning.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied, combing back my thick, 
dark hair with my fingers, “but I don’t believe in 
ghosts. This is ridiculous. I’ll inspect it myself.”
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“Oh, Devon, sir… I’m sorry, I swear I 
wouldn’t lie about such a thing.”

“I’m not saying you’re lying, Melinda,” I 
said as I exited my room and began slowly limping 
down the large staircase. “I just think there’s more to 
this phenomenon. In my experience, there’s always a 
logical explanation. One just has to find it.”

My young maid followed behind me, 
intermittently apologizing. It was annoying, but I 
was determined to discover the truth of the terrible 
sound. Heading for the abbey, I felt the windy and 
cold air, for it was the middle of the night in the 
season of autumn. Both of us were underdressed for 
our midnight excursion, and as we went past the large 
trees in the night, I noticed the wailing grew louder, 
and my determination grew as well. 

“How can anyone deal with this?” I 
rhetorically asked as I entered through the stony doors 
of the church. 

It was pitch-black, save for my candelabra. 
“Are there other candles we may light?” I asked my 
dutiful maid.

“Yeah,” she replied in a whisper, as if fearing 
the wailing woman would hear her. “I’ll go light ‘em.”

As Melinda lit the rest of the room, my eyes 
slowly adjusted to the bookcases and shelves of the 
church. It was the study area where the monks and 
nuns used to read and write. My heart felt a slight bit 
lighter as I recalled my days as a youth, reading the 
many works of my favourite poets and Greek myths. 
The memory was broken, however, when we heard the 
screaming once again. 

“It’s coming from the west side of the abbey,” 
I said as I hurried the best I could toward the location 
in question. Hobbling through the halls of the church, 
I made my way to where I heard the wailing clearly. 
In the candlelight, I barely made out the prayer 
room with its large crucifix and stony benches. It 
was frightening enough, for I was never much of a 

religious man, and the sight of a dead man hanging 
on a cross triggered my brittle nerves. However, I 
was unprepared for what I saw next. Despite my 
logical, upper-class educated brain telling me it was 
impossible, I saw her—the ghost—and I couldn’t help 
but believe my own two eyes. 

The ghost turned to me, showing her pale, 
sunken-in face. She was an eerie, hazy image of white 
and grey, and she had the expression of someone 
who had died in torment. As I stood in shock, I was 
instantly hit with a dread I had not felt since the war. 

After she looked at me, she let out a shrill 
scream. It pierced through my very soul. 

“Run!” yelled Melinda as she grabbed onto the 
right arm of my robe. “She doesn’t want us here! We 
need to go!”

I could not think. I could not move. The ghost 
had locked onto my eyes, and my already wobbly right 
foot refused to function. 

Once again, the ghost let out an angry shriek, 
and then came right at me. Luckily, my young maid 
pulled my arm again, and this time, it was strong 
enough to force my legs to move. I found myself 
running with her, despite my old injury. 

We ran all the way back to the mansion and 
shut the large doors tight. 

“What the devil is that thing?” I nearly yelled 
at Melinda. 

“No one really knows, my… I mean, Devon.”

“Is it a woman who died here perhaps? Did 
someone die in a terrible manner on the grounds? Has 
no one researched this?”

“Well,” said Melinda, still out of breath, “me 
mother, God rest her soul, told me when I were young, 
that a nun died here a long time ago, and she could 
have died in a bad way. I don’t really know though.”
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My thoughts racing with possibilities, I 
sputtered, “Maybe I should call a priest. Oh, lord, we 
don’t need this scandal. It’s bad enough the estate is 
in shambles, and I’m already teased in the papers for 
being an atheist poet. This is all I needed!”

Rubbing my forehead, I let out a deep sigh 
and looked at my quivering maid with tired eyes. “I’m 
sorry, my dear.” I added, “None of this is your fault. 
You poor thing. You’re probably just as tired as I. 
You may go to your room, if you wish. I’ll somehow 
handle this on my own.”

“No,” she replied with a forced, nervous smile. 
“I’ll help you. Someone should have told you this 
might happen. I feel bad. Let me make you some tea. 
Maybe that’ll at least calm yer nerves.”

I was going to insist she retire for the night 
when I realised the shrieking sounds had stopped. 
“Blessings!” I exclaimed in a laugh. “Do you think the 
mad ghost has stopped for the night?”

Melinda cocked her head and gave a hopeful 
smile. “I think she may have, my lord… Devon.”

I laughed and patted her shoulder. “Well, 
then,” I said with a smile, “why don’t we both have 
some tea, then get some much needed rest. I will 
investigate this raving ghost in the morning… or 
afternoon, more likely.”

Melinda nodded and smiled. She then went off 
to make some good old fashioned English tea. 

By the morning, I had slept in like a log. I 
didn’t rise until three in the afternoon, and I found 
Melinda waiting at my door with toast, jam, scrambled 
eggs, and tea. 

“You are a godsend,” I said as I accepted the 
tray of food.  In the light, I saw her features more 
clearly. She was a sweet-faced, freckled thing with 
wavy, chestnut brown locks and green eyes. She was 
lovely, but just too young. She couldn’t have been 
more than seventeen, and being my maid only added 
to the precariousness situation. 

“I’m so sorry for last night, my lord. I—”

“Devon,” I corrected her as I took the tray to 
my small, round oak table. 

She nodded and bashfully repeated my name. 
“Anyway,” she continued, “I’m sorry, and I hope you 
won’t sack me.”

“Don’t be absurd, Melinda,” I said as I sat 
down on a chair, nibbling on an edge of toast. “This 
isn’t your doing. If anything, it’s mine. I spent far too 
long away from my own estate, and now it’s overrun 
with weeds, bugs, and even ghosts.”

Unable to contain herself, Melinda gave a 
small giggle. Finding her tempting and adorable, I 
quickly sent her away by telling her to draw a bath. I 
actually did need one badly, and I planned to visit the 
local abbot to pry some information from him about 
my paranormal problem. I hoped he’d be discreet, for 
I really couldn’t stand the idea of my shrieking ghost 
making the news. 

I hadn’t been famous my entire life, but after I 
came home from the war, I secluded myself in Italian 
cities such as Venice and Florence, hiding my pain 
and woe in wine, women, and poetry. I never really 
thought I was any better than your average English 
poet, but one day, I woke to my publisher telling me 
that women were crying in book shops whilst reading 
my words. 

It was a strange phenomenon, as I suddenly 
couldn’t roam the streets or even go to the opera 
without someone crying out, “Lord Bryant! Is that 
you?” They either loved me or hated me, it seemed, 
especially due to my infamous anti-church sentiment, 
which I not-so-subtly interlaced within my poems. 

Recently, I had been looking forward to a 
secluded rest at my ancestral home, but with a mad 
ghost-woman haunting my halls, I had no such luck. 
All I could hope was that the abbot would provide 
some answers, and perhaps recommend a good 
exorcist. 
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“My God, listen to me,” I said aloud, laughing 
at myself as I got dressed from my bath. I couldn’t 
believe I was actually turning to the church. It was 
beyond ironic, and I didn’t know whether I wanted to 
laugh or cry. 

The short walk to the abbey took me to the 
same place I had been the night before. Yet, in the 
daylight, it was much less frightening. I brought my 
cane since my foot was giving me trouble, and took 
my time getting there. 

Random monks looked at me in curiosity. 
Some scowled and some waved with a smile. I was an 
oddity: the missing lord of the estate. I might as well 
have been a ghost to them too.

“Oh, hello, Devon,” said Abbot Hugh with a 
jovial, gentle voice. I had known him since I was a 
young boy, and he was a kind, calming face to see. I 
immediately requested that we speak in private, and 
he took me to his room. It was a small living space, 
but warm and cosy with flower pots on the window 
sill. 

“Oh, yes, I’ve sometimes heard her in the 
night. I’m so sorry you experienced her terror on the 
first night of your return.”

“No matter,” I replied, “but… is there nothing 
that can be done?”

“Well,” sighed the abbot, “we’ve tried our 
usual methods, and sadly, she does not respond. The 
poor girl…”

I looked in his blue-grey eyes and wondered 
what he was hiding. “Did you know her, Abbot?” 

Again, Abbot Hugh sighed, then said, “Yes, 
you see… I believe the ghost was my niece. I think 
you knew her quite well, if I recall.”

My stomach dropped and my eyes widened 
with fear. “Your niece?” I asked, trying my best to 
remain calm. “Are you referring to Mary?”

Abbot Hugh nodded and said, “Yes, 
unfortunately, my poor niece died a few months after 
you left for the war. She had… an accident.”

I could feel my throat and stomach tighten as I 
muttered, “What… sort of accident?”

“I don’t know how to tell you this, Devon, 
but... Mary died of complications from a miscarriage. 
She made me promise not to tell you, for you had been 
through quite enough with almost getting permanently 
disowned by your domineering aunt. It’s the truth 
though, and I would have contacted you about her 
death, but, well, the stories I heard about you in 
Italy… I just didn’t think you’d want to be disturbed 
by the news.”

I nearly leapt from my seat and lunged at him. 
“How could you keep this from me, Abbot?!” I blurted 
out. “She was my truest love! Was the child mine? It 
was, wasn’t it? Oh, dear God, why didn’t she tell me? 
I would have married her, despite my aunt! I swear, 
Abbot, I would have!”

Abbot Hugh simply looked at me while I 
ranted, sadly nodding in return. He had nothing to say 
except that he was sorry. After I yelled and raved, I 
finally cried, and the gracious, elderly abbot before me 
held me in his tender arms. 

“It is alright, my poor boy,” he said as he 
patted my back. 

“How is it alright?” I asked him. “My dear 
Mary is in torment, and I have to help her. We MUST 
help her. If you believe in heaven and hell, Abbot, you 
must help me send her to heaven. Despite succumbing 
to my need for her, she was a good, loving soul, and 
she deserves to be at peace. It isn’t her fault that she 
died in such pain. The fault is all mine.”

“No, Devon,” said Abbot Hugh. “Don’t blame 
yourself for the flame of love. It is perfectly natural. I 
saw how you two loved each other. I know you would 
have married her… if only we could go back in time 
and convince my niece.”
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“Well, we can’t go back,” I firmly stated as I 
rose from the chair. “Now, help me save her soul.”

Abbot Hugh nodded and said, “You’re right. 
I will come with you tonight to the study. We will 
convince Mary that she is not alone, and she need not 
scream in the dark any longer. If you are there, I am 
sure she will finally let herself rest.”

I left the abbot’s room and headed home. I was 
over-emotional and terrified. Did I really have what it 
took to help my true love pass over to a heaven, one in 
which I wasn’t sure I even believed in? I had no idea, 
but I knew I had to at least try. My Mary deserved 
nothing less. 

That night, in the moonlight between the 
trees, Abbot Hugh and I met at the abbey, armed with 
nothing but hope and candles. We entered the church 
and walked toward the study. I took a deep breath, 
then hesitantly called for her. “Mary? Mary, it’s me, 
Devon. Please… if you’re here, please talk to me.”

There was silence. I waited a few moments 
before repeating, “Mary? Mary, are you there, my 
love?”

Instantly, I heard her scream. It was 
deafeningly loud, and it was right in front of me. She 
had appeared like a bright light in the fog, and the 
guilt and shame I felt made me want to drop to my 
knees. I shut my eyes and whimpered like a baby. 

“Stand your ground, Devon,” said Abbot 
Hugh. “She needs to know you’ll be strong and won’t 
leave her.”

Forcing myself up, I opened my eyes and 
looked at her ghastly, pale aura. Despite her pain, I 
could see her true face this time. She was still the 
beautiful young girl I had once loved with my entire 
being. Letting myself remember her as she once was, 
I saw her oval chin, high forehead, dark flowing hair, 
and bright green eyes. 

“Mary…” I whispered. “It’s me. Can you not 

recognize me? I’m your Devon, and I always will be.”

In reply, she wailed and cried. 

“Mary,” I tried again, not allowing myself to 
buckle to her pain, “I know you’re in turmoil, and I 
know what happened to you. It’s not your fault, my 
beloved. I should never have left you. I know now that 
I was weak, and I should have fought harder for you. 
My beloved, please… let go of this self-torment, and 
let yourself rest.”

Finally, her crying stopped as she looked at 
me with sad, tired eyes. She came close to me, then 
touched my face with her ethereal fingers. I felt her 
coldness turn to warmth as she realised who I was. 

“Yes, it’s me,” I said with a sad smile. “I know 
I have grown into this worn man, but… somewhere 
inside me, I am still your boy, and I always will be. 
I’m so sorry it took me this long to return home, but I 
will never leave you again, I swear.”

My beloved ghost smiled, and then, in a matter 
of seconds, vanished into the candlelight.

“What… just happened?” I sputtered as I 
turned to face Abbot Hugh. 

“I think she’s been released,” he replied with 
a hopeful expression. “I think she only needed those 
words… from your lips, and no one else’s.”

I sighed and let out a laugh mixed with a cry. I 
felt a tidal wave of release wash over me as I too felt I 
could finally move on, not only from my lost love, but 
from the despair of my orphaned youth, and even from 
the war that nearly tore apart my soul.

“Mary,” I whispered in the stillness of the 
church, “I will join you one day, and together, we will 
finally be at peace.”
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My mother sits at the table, listlessly stirring 
her tea. Her skin stretches over the hollow craters of 
her cheeks and her eyes are empty, lost in far-away 
memories and questions that have no answers. 

I wish I could tell my mother the answers to 
those questions. I know them. They burn in my soul 
as I carry them through my eternal days. I’ve tried to 
tell her. I’ve stood in front of her and screamed the 
name of my killer but those empty eyes don’t see me 
and she is deaf to my cries. I wish I were better at this. 
There are others who have dwelt in the lower realms 
for many years, chained by unfinished deeds and 
words left unsaid. Those are strong, their will piercing 
the veil, making their presence known. 

I am still coming to terms with my new state 
of being. Or not being. I am caught between two 
worlds; torn between the longing to ascend to the 
warm light that beckons from above and the need to 
weave together the loose threads in the tapestry of my 
short life. 

It is my choice to remain. To cling to my 
mother like a small child tugging on her skirt for 
attention. One day she will see me. One day she will 
hear his name. On that day, the veil will close behind 
me and I will drift into the light. 

But for all this to happen, I have to open the 
veil.

***

My mother doesn’t go out much. Her grief 
impales her to the dark confines of the house, curtains 
drawn against a world that cannot understand her 
pain. But today she is shrugging on her best dress 
and carefully styling her thin, blonde hair. Curious, 
I follow her as she walks briskly down High Street. 
I expect she’s heading for the grocery store but she 
walks past the red and white signs and turns down 
a quiet street off the main road. Her pace quickens 
with purpose then slows, scanning the numbers on 
the dusty shops that line the road. Some are closed, 
windows boarded and dusty, whilst others are in the 
early stages of renovation. The area has a bohemian 

feel, a throwback to the age of flowers and peace. 

My mother stops outside a small shop. A black 
curtain decorates the windows, protecting the interior 
from prying eyes. I shift in the ether as the energy 
around us changes. Even my mother seems to feel 
it, shivering a little in the warm sun before pushing 
the door with an uncertain hand. It opens, revealing a 
yawning, cool darkness that envelops us as she enters 
the gloom. I follow her up the narrow stairs to an 
office of sorts. The simple brass plaque on the door 
says

Susan Deacon, Private Detective.

My hopes rise. My mother is not going 
to let the matter rest, just as I cannot rest. It must 
be finished. There must be justice. There must be 
answers. 

The woman who greets us looks to be in 
her late twenties, early thirties. Her sharp dark eyes 
widen when she looks behind my mother’s shoulder. 
I wonder if she can see me. It’s a fleeting impression, 
maybe a glitch in the ether. She smiles warmly at my 
mother and extends her hand, taking my mother’s in a 
firm grip.

“Good to meet you Mrs Ryan.”

My mother smiles back and allows her hand to 
be shaken before limply extracting it. She clears her 
throat as she sits in the offered chair. “Thank you for 
seeing me. I wasn’t sure… that is, I’ve never had to do 
this before.” She sounds almost apologetic. 

The woman- Susan- reaches across the battered 
wooden desk and squeezes my mother’s hand. 

“I wish you had no need to do this, Mrs Ryan.”

My mother tears up. “Please, call me Karen.”

“How can I help, Karen?”

My mother launches into the whole sad 
story, the weeks of not knowing, of hope mixed with 
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foreboding followed by the heart crushing discovery 
of my broken body, stashed deep in the woods under a 
pile of leaves.

The memory almost pulls me away to a darker 
place. I struggle to focus again on the scene before 
me. The woman keeps glancing over my mother’s 
shoulder, as though she sees me standing there, an 
invisible intruder.

“… and the police have no leads.” My mother 
shrugs helplessly. “That’s why I’m here. I don’t know 
what else to do.” 

Susan sits back in her chair and fixes my 
mother with a kind but firm eye. 

“Is there someone you suspect, Karen?” Her 
question shoots out of nowhere, catching both my 
mother and I unawares. 

“Well, actually yes… that is…” my mother 
stammers. “How did you know?” 

“I’ve been in this business for many years, 
Karen. I’ve learned how to read people.” Susan smiles 
again as her eyes stray towards me. This time I’m sure 
she can see me, or at least sense me in some way. I 
decide to test my theory and shift to the other side of 
my mother’s chair. Susan’s eyes widen as they follow 
me and my soul throws a party. 

She can see me! Now she just has to hear me.

It’s a sobering thought. I have no idea how to 
break through the wall of deafness that separates the 
living from the dead. The veil is easy to part but when 
people don’t believe, they grow deaf to the pleas of 
the departed. 

As you think, so it shall be.

My mother is speaking in earnest now, leaning 
forward, her eyes alive for the first time since I left 
her. “He lives two doors down. He lives alone, his 
front yard is atrocious. Overgrown, his windows 
constantly shuttered as though he’s hiding something.”

I feel myself being pulled back through a dark 
tunnel of memories; flashes of pain and fear, mixed 
with feelings of utter degradation and a desperate 
need to survive. His teeth, un-brushed and foul, stench 
of stale beer and sweat. His body heavy, his grunts 
guttural like a demon.

He held me for more days than I could count. 
He broke my body and when he could use me no 
more, he cut me just to see me cry and writhe in pain.  
He broke my will until I begged for the sweet release 
of death. That was the only time he obliged my pleas, 
almost severing my head from my body in his lust 
for blood and vengeance against a mother who never 
loved him.

I push against the memories and force myself 
back to the present, to my mother’s voice.

“That’s why I came to you Susan. I’ve heard 
that you read things in people. Sometimes see things.” 
She shifts uncomfortably in her chair, as though she’s 
encroached on sacred territory.

For an instant, Susan frowns, but it’s quickly 
replaced by a conspiratorial smile. 

“You could say I investigate cases on several 
planes.” 

My mother relaxes and laughs. The room 
suddenly feels light and full of hope. I want to scream 
out, tell her she is right. I want to tell her about the 
cellar beneath that shuttered house. I want to release 
the pain I suffered there to the ether, never to stain my 
soul again.

For the first time since I passed, it seems 
possible.

As the meeting ends, I find myself drawn 
towards Susan as she closes the door. I glance at my 
mother. Her face seems fuller, her cheeks have a faint 
glow of colour. Her eyes are bright and her step has 
a skip in it that I haven’t seen for a while. I stop and 
look back at the door. I know what I must do. 
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Sadly, I watch my mother walk down the 
alley, haunted by the memory of me, oblivious to my 
presence. She will be alright for now. She has hope to 
cling to, a life raft in her raging sea of pain. I need to 
find harbour, to anchor myself. 

I need to be heard.

I shift through the door, returning to the gloom 
of the shop. Within moments, I’ve invaded her office, 
permeating it with my half dead presence. 

She’s busy typing on a computer. Her fingers 
move swiftly and she bites her lip in concentration. 
It’s funny how you notice little things when you’re 
dead. Things that slip by in life, unremarked and 
unappreciated. Her dark hair falls around her face, 
exposing the back of her neck. She shivers a little as 
I walk behind her. As I touch her skin, she jumps and 
spins in her chair. Her wild eyes search the empty 
space, seeking out unknown assailants.

I move closer and she leans forward, peering 
intently. Closer still and she sits back suddenly in her 
chair, as though pushed by an invisible force. 

“Who’s there? Speak to me.”

I try. Oh, how I try! I scream out my name. It 
echoes back at me- Lisa Ryan! 

She frowns, as though picking up a weak 
signal. I scream again, willing my words into her 
head. Her fingers twitch a little and she leans forward. 
“Lisa, is that you?”

I could die of happiness if I weren’t already 
dead. I want to hug her but I figure that would freak 
her out. Instead, I dance a ghostly waltz of joy, 
twirling in the ether like a windmill. Susan lifts her 
head, as though feeling the breeze as I pass. 

Yes, I cry. Yes!

She fumbles for her laptop and brings up 
a search page. Her fingers fly as she types in my 

name. My image comes up, filling the screen. I peer 
over her shoulder. My face has been cropped from a 
professional family portrait. I look so happy. My hair 
is neatly brushed. It shines under the studio lights. 
He pulled my hair from my scalp as I struggled under 
him, yanking my head back roughly to bend me to 
his will. If someone were to search his basement, 
they’d probably find it there. He’s not the greatest 
housekeeper.

Susan brings up another page, a file. It has all 
my personal information on it. The regular stuff: name, 
age, address, that kind of thing. She quickly grabs a 
notebook and scribbles my address, tears off the page 
and stuffs it in her pocket. Grabbing her keys from the 
desk, she bolts out the door so quickly I have to move 
fast to keep up. I follow her to her car, a small white 
sedan, non-descript; which is no doubt intentional. I 
picture her more in a smart red sports, top down, hair 
streaming. 

We get in the car and take off. After drifting 
through the ether, the momentum of the car feels 
strange. I have to work at sitting still, allowing the car 
to carry us to our destination without drifting there 
myself. I recognise the old brick fence immediately 
as we pull up. The lawn is long and overgrown with 
weeds. Dad died years ago, leaving my mother to fulfil 
both roles in my life. She did so remarkably well, 
working as a teachers’ aide whilst juggling a degree 
in counselling – her passion. I lacked for nothing, 
materially or emotionally, except the presence of my 
father.

I had hoped to find him when I crossed over, 
but so far there’s been no sign of him in the dim halls 
of waiting. Perhaps he has already moved on and is 
waiting for me in the light. I hope so. I long to feel his 
arms around me, hear his deep voice whisper into my 
hair as he holds me to his heart. 

I love you pumpkin!

He died violently too, a corner taken too fast 
on a slippery road. They unwound the car from the 
tree and pried his body from the mangled wreck. Our 
combined grief drew my mother and I closer. We 
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became each other’s strength, sharing the burden of 
our loss and the warmth of our memories. Our days 
appeared normal but felt surreal, as though a piece 
was always missing from the puzzle. I hate to think 
how my mother feels now, with the rest of the pieces 
torn apart and thrown away like trash. I will never 
know motherhood, so I can only imagine her pain. 

Susan is checking her phone, scrolling 
through her contact list. She dials a number and waits 
impatiently, fingers drumming on the dash. 

“Darren, when you get this, call me back. I 
may need your help.”

She snaps the phone shut and takes a deep 
breath, throwing her head back as she exhales.

“Ok, let’s do this,” she says to me and no-one.

I’m hoping she’s going to poke around my 
home. Something in me needs to see its familiar walls, 
the second hand furniture, carefully repainted by my 
mother’s hand. My books, my movie collection, the 
stuffed bears from my childhood that still grace my 
bed. I want to see my mother, sipping her tea and 
smiling with hope in her eyes.

But we keep walking, past the overgrown 
lawn. We walk to the shuttered house two doors 
down. Susan pauses and kneels. She begins to adjust 
the strap on her boots, all the while keeping her head 
slightly turned, assessing the house. I stand beside her, 
waiting, shivering with the memories. She feels it and 
shivers too, then straightens and keeps walking. We 
circle the block and come back to the car. She pauses 
for a moment, staring at my house. I see her hesitation 
and will her to go inside. She half closes the car door, 
then opens it again. Still she hesitates. 

I can’t help myself. I give her a gentle push. 
She shivers again as my touch reverberates down her 
spine then steps forward, propelled. She mounts the 
worn cement steps and presses the doorbell. I hear my 
mother’s footsteps echo on the timber floorboards as 
she hurries down the hall. She throws the door open, 
greeting us with a bright smile. Well, greeting Susan. 

She still can’t see me. She looks straight through me 
before ushering her guest through to the living room. 
With two quickly brewed cups of coffee in front of 
them, my mother and Susan begin to exchange ideas 
and observations. 

“Karen, I’ve had a quick look at the house you 
told me about. There’s definitely something there, 
something…” She leaves her sentence unfinished, 
unwilling to describe the foul stench of evil she’d 
sensed emanating from my killer’s house

My mother sets down her coffee and leans 
forward, her jaw set and determined. ”It’s him. I know 
it’s him. I feel it in my bones. In my entire being.”

Susan looks thoughtful. She looks earnestly 
into my mother’s eyes. “Have you felt anything else?”

My mother shakes her head. “I’m not sure 
what you mean.”

”Other feelings, perhaps the sense of another 
presence.”

My mother frowns. “You mean ghosts? You 
mean… Lisa?” 

Susan nods. My mother shakes her head again. 

“My mother was the one who believed in God 
and an afterlife. I have no such delusions.”

Susan sits back in her chair. By the expression 
on her face, I’d say she’s a little offended. 

“Then why have you consulted me about 
your daughter?” My observation seems to be correct. 
Susan’s tone is formal, her voice a little cold. 

My mother picks up on the sudden chill in 
the room, one that cannot be attributed to ghostly 
intrusion. 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. I don’t 
believe in those things but I do believe in truth and 
justice. I want answers and I will get them, no matter 
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the means.”

“So I’m your last port of call?”

My mother laughs nervously. “Desperation can 
make belief possible.”

The chill warms a little. Susan’s shoulders, 
tense a moment ago, sag as she nestles into her chair.

“It’s fine, Karen. This isn’t the first time I’ve 
been someone’s last port of call.” She gives a wry 
smile. “In fact, I can safely say it’s a pattern that 
pervades my life, both professionally and privately.”

They both laugh and I breathe an ethereal sigh 
of relief.

“I need your help, Karen.” Susan suddenly 
looks serious.

My mother’s smile fades instantly, her lips 
pressing together in a thin, grim line. “I’ll help in 
whatever way I can, Susan.”

“I need you to watch him. Write down the 
times he leaves the house, the times he returns.”

My mother’s eyes widen. “Are you going to 
break in?”

Susan grins. “My partner is a master of locks, 
Karen. We’re just going to have a look around. We 
won’t touch anything, won’t remove any evidence. If 
we find any evidence.”

My mother frowns. I know that frown. She’s 
troubled, unconvinced. No, I don’t think it’s a good 
idea for you to go on an overnight camp with older 
boys.

Suddenly, her shoulders slump, defeated by 
the weight they bear. “Do what you need to do. I want 
answers. Need them. I need to lay my daughter to 
rest.”

“I thought you’d already had the funeral?” 

Susan sounds confused, uncomfortable.

My mother nods. “Yes, we had the funeral, but 
my daughter is not at rest.”

Here, caught in the void between life and 
death, I can only agree with her.

***

Darren returns Susan’s call not long after we 
leave my mother’s house. I have to stop thinking about 
it as my house. I no longer live there. I’m a visitor, a 
drifting cloud that passes through, yet I cannot stay 
away. I need to stay close until it’s finished. Only in 
my mother’s peace shall I find my own. 

I follow Susan back to her apartment. It’s 
tastefully furnished, relentlessly modern. Organised, 
almost masculine. Splashes of red against black, white 
matte walls, tastefully placed black and white prints. 
I spend the next week flitting back and forth between 
the two women. In that time, there are numerous calls 
between Susan and Darren but I have yet to see him. 

My mother takes to the role of PI like she 
was born to it. She positions herself in the small park 
across the road from my killer’s house. Sometimes, 
he walks across to watch the children. My mother 
watches him watching, her eyes cold and hard as 
the marble on my grave. She scribbles stealthily in 
her notebook – times, little observations. One time 
he nods at her as he walks past, muttering a benign 
greeting. Somehow, she manages to nod back and 
keep walking, her fists clenched into tight balls. She 
takes care not to cross paths now. She keeps her 
distance, watching him like a hunter stalking deadly 
prey. I watch with her; watch my killer go about his 
daily life without a care that he extinguished mine.

Two weeks pass before my mother and Susan 
meet again. My mother pushes her notebook across 
the dining room table.

“Here are the dates and times you need. The 
bastard had the hide to nod at me and say good day.”
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Susan shakes her head as she reaches for the 
notebook. She begins to flick through it, stopping 
occasionally to study the neatly listed observations. 
“You’ve done a good job. This is exactly what we 
need.” Her full mouth curves in a triumphant smile. 

My mother says nothing but looks pleased.
Susan keeps flicking then stops, flicks 

backwards, stops again. She raises her eyes to my 
mother.

“So he visits his mother once every month?”

My mother nods. “Yes. I asked a few discreet 
questions. The gossip vine is quite well watered in 
our street.” Susan laughs and my mother continues. 
“His mother lives in a small town over the border. He 
leaves on the four o’clock bus on Friday afternoon 
and stays with her for the entire weekend, returning on 
Monday morning on the eleven o’clock bus.”

For once, I’m thankful for my mother’s 
unwavering attention to detail. It used to make 
sneaking out of the house difficult, but right now, I 
want to hug her!

I wish I could hug her.

Susan flips the notebook shut and shoves it in 
the pocket of her leather jacket, zipping it securely. 
“In that case,” she announces smugly, “we have a 
plan.”

Things move quickly. Between my flitting, 
I’ve been honing my afterlife skills. I find myself 
communicating more easily with Susan, my voice 
travelling as thoughts that resonate in her head 
until she hears me. I say my killer’s name over and 
over again, speaking it as she works at her laptop, 
whispering it into her ear as she sleeps. I watch as 
his name sinks into her consciousness, emerging as 
determination driven by conviction. We follow our 
target, slipping into the shadows behind him. He 
seems unaware of our presence.

Finally, the weekend arrives. Our target 

boards the four o’clock bus on Friday afternoon. 
This is the moment of truth, the answer to all my 
mother’s questions. It concerns me a little. There 
may be answers she doesn’t want to hear. Perhaps not 
knowing, no matter how torturous, is better than the 
final, crushing blow of all the facts.

But I know my mother and I know she needs to 
know.

I ride in the darkened car with Susan to our 
destination. Darren is there to meet us. His car is 
black to her white. It fades into the darkness whilst the 
white sedan stands out like a beacon. We’ve parked 
a distance away from my killer’s house. The street is 
dark and quiet. It’s generally a quiet neighbourhood, 
dominated by pensioners and young families. No wild 
parties or roving gangs here. Always peaceful. Always 
respectable.

My killer is the weed in the rose garden. No 
one knows him. He has no friends, nor does he have 
enemies. He is the target of speculation and gossip, but 
he keeps to himself, his only crime being his strange 
demeanour and refusal to socialise. 

It’s always the quiet ones you have to watch.

We walk the block to the shuttered house. 
Darren is a tall, solid man with a confident air. A black 
backpack is stretched across his broad shoulders. They 
are both dressed in black from head to toe. The three 
of us slip through the night, each invisible in our own 
way, until we reach the darkened house. I glance up 
the street at my mother’s house. It is in darkness, as 
quiet and still as every other house.

Darren rubs his gloved hands together. “You 
ready to go in?”

“Ready when you are,” Susan replies. Her 
voice is steady, confident. Walk in the park. Another 
day at the office.

I follow them down the front path, hesitating 
as we near the house. The memories flood back 
momentarily, dark and vicious. I push them away and 
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hurry to catch up with Susan and Darren as they slink 
around to the back of my killer’s dilapidated home. 
Here, Darren pulls a set of keys from his pocket. He 
fumbles through them with his gloved hands as Susan 
illuminates them with a torch. 

“Ha!” He holds up a key triumphantly. It 
gleams in the torchlight like a prize. “Shine the light 
on the door,” he commands. Susan throws him a 
dark look. “Please,” he adds as an afterthought. Still 
scowling, she follows his amended command. A 
couple of clicks and we’re in. The ether shimmers 
around me, disturbed by the memories that invade as 
we step over the threshold. I shrink away then force 
myself forward, determined to see this through to the 
end.

It’s a movie, I tell myself. Nothing but a bad 
Hollywood dream.

Only, not so long ago it was real. It’s hard to 
let that go. The cords that tie the dead to the living 
are strengthened by fear and love. There are those 
on the other side who feed on fear. They drink it in, 
strengthening their tenuous spirits on the darkest, 
innermost pain. When he was cutting me, I felt them 
around me, growing strong on my fear, whispering in 
his ear, taunting, cajoling.

It’s a movie… 

We move to the hallway. The basement 
door is on the wall to our right. They can’t see it 
because there’s a heavy cupboard covering it. I 
don’t remember the cupboard being there when he 
dragged me down the basement stairs by my hair. 
How did no one hear my screams in such a peaceful 
neighbourhood? How did no-one know?

Suspicion and gossip isn’t enough. We need 
evidence, the police told my mother when she begged 
them to search my killer’s house. I try to grab Susan, 
pull her back to the cupboard. I miss and she keeps 
creeping forward behind Darren’s massive form. 
He looks like a hunchback with the back pack. His 
torch lights the way, flashes of memories in LED. We 
retrace our steps, passing the cupboard again. Once 

more, I try to get Susan’s attention but her focus is 
elsewhere.

“Let’s take a look upstairs.” She waves her 
torch towards the narrow staircase. No, no! I scream 
uselessly. Move the cupboard!  She doesn’t hear me 
and starts up the stairs. Darren follows her. I miserably 
trail behind. I’ve never been upstairs. All I ever knew 
was his cold, damp basement and the lumpy mattress 
he provided for rest and recreation. No pillow. No 
such luxury! I was his possession, of little importance 
beyond serving his twisted needs.

I don’t want to see his room. I don’t want 
to see the bed where he sleeps or the clothes in his 
wardrobe. I know enough about him. I don’t want 
to know any more. Of course, Susan and her partner 
do not share my feelings. They are consumed with 
curiosity as they rifle carefully through his wardrobe 
and drawers.

“Well, looky here!” Darren shines his torch 
on the plastic bag dangling from his hand. The white 
crystal contents glisten under the light. “Look what 
our boy does for recreation.”

“Great! An anonymous call to the drug line, a 
warrant to search the premises - who knows what else 
they’ll… ” Susan stops mid-sentence and holds up her 
hand, beckoning Darren over.

“Come take a look at this.” He carefully 
replaces the plastic bag as he found it, shuts the 
wardrobe door and joins her at the dresser. There, in 
the open drawer, is a small locket.

My locket, with my initials - L.R., entwined 
with a long stemmed rose.

I feel violated all over again. My locket, 
shoved in a drawer with his underpants and socks. A 
trophy, a testament to the pleasure my pain brought 
him.

Darren fishes a small camera from his 
backpack. He snaps a few shots of the locket before 
Susan closes the drawer. They find nothing else 
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of interest in the room, but the locket is enough to 
convince them to look further. We return downstairs, 
stopping near the cupboard. I seize my chance and 
push with all my mind and strength. Susan stumbles 
and falls against the heavy cupboard doors. 

“Damn! What the… ?” She starts to struggle to 
her feet then stops. “What’s in this cupboard?” 

Darren shrugs. “How would I know? Open it 
and find out.”

“Shit, you can be rude sometimes!”

Darren grins in the gloom. “Part of my charm.”

“How about you use your charm to help me up 
and open this damn door.”

Still grinning, Darren obliges, hauling Susan 
up unceremoniously by her arm. She brushes herself 
off and glares at the offending cupboard. “Let’s open 
this sucker.”

It proves easier said than done. Darren has to 
jemmy the lock with a narrow, sharp instrument on his 
keyring. Finally it shifts and the doors swing open to 
reveal an empty space. 

“Old Mother Hubbard, ” Darren mutters. 

Susan jabs him sharply in the arm. “Shh. It’s 
not a cupboard, it’s a wardrobe. Look!” She shines her 
torch upwards to illuminate the dowelling rod above 
their heads. I cheer her on. Keep looking. Test it! Look 
at the wood!

“Why would someone have a wardrobe in the 
hallway? An empty one at that?” Susan frowns and 
shines her torch downwards, illuminating the back of 
the wardrobe. “Look here, one side is different to the 
other. Thicker.” She pushes against the wood and it 
slides beneath her hand, exposing the hidden basement 
door. I give a triumphant whoop that ripples through 
the ether.

Our descent into that dark place brings back 

every vile memory, every moment of pain, suffering 
and degradation. I try to focus on the search for 
valuable clues. I follow the path of Susan’s torch as 
it dances across the dismal room. Darren begins to 
search the furthest corner of the basement, the corner 
where I was forced to sleep and provide satisfaction. 
His torch hits the lumpy mattress, illuminating it like a 
star in my bad Hollywood movie.

“Oh my God, check this out!” I’m sure I detect 
a tremor in his voice. Fear? Excitement?

Susan joins him. Together they train their 
torches on the loathsome mattress. 

“Maybe he kept her here,” Darren observes in 
a strangely subdued voice.

Susan kneels beside the filthy mattress. She 
shines her light closely and reaches across, plucking 
something from its infested surface.

“Hair,” she says quietly. “Blonde hair.”

“A whole clump of it,” Darren notes, his voice 
choking.

Susan skims the torch light over the mattress. 
“There’s more,” she says sadly.

“The bastard,” Darren mutters, his eyes dark 
and dangerous. 

“Yes, but we’ve got him,” Susan reminds him 
in a soft voice. “Quick, let’s take photos and get out of 
here.”

Darren fumbles with the camera and snaps off 
some shots. The flash illuminates the dank basement 
and the memories that dwell there. I shut my eyes, 
willing it to be over. Finally, they finish and we climb 
back up the stairs, slipping out the front door into 
the still night. They walk in silence, each caught in 
their own thoughts. I am more watchful, scanning the 
quiet street as I trail behind them. I glance over my 
shoulder and a movement catches my eye; a curtain 
pulled aside, a flash of lamplight slicing the darkness. 
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I stop and look back at Susan and Darren’s retreating 
figures. They seem oblivious to any disturbance. As 
they round the corner, the curtain falls back across the 
window, extinguishing the light. 

***

I sit beside my mother as she watches the 
television. I think she’s starting to sense me now. 
Sometimes she stops when I whisper I love you in 
her ear. She cocks her head to one side and smiles, as 
though listening to distant music. She’s smiling now 
as she watches the breaking news.

Police have just arrested a twenty nine 
year old man for the murder of Lisa Ryan. Officers 
attended his home to speak with him about a reported 
burglary at the premises. Neighbours have told us 
police left the house, only to return with a warrant 
after an anonymous tip off. The man became 
aggressive, resulting in a scuffle and his subsequent 
arrest. Upon entering the premises, police discovered 

several bags of illegal drugs along with evidence tying 
the suspect to the disappearance, rape and murder of 
the fifteen year old girl with a bright future.

I glance at my mother. She’s smiling through 
the silent tears that trickle down her face. Everything 
begins to fade. The darkness recedes as the light 
breaks through, opening its arms, calling me home. 
I lean forward and embrace my mother. Her body 
shudders in recognition.

“You can rest now baby girl,” she says. “Go 
find your daddy. He’ll take care of his pumpkin. I love 
you.” Her tears are streaming now, her eyes are red 
and swollen, but still she smiles. “I will always love 
you.”

I release her from my arms. Her voice grows 
distant, the room is fading…

…fading…

…fading… 
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The Heart above Her 
Name  
Part 2

By M.L John

Daniel said, “Come on, Corrine, drink it.”
 
I was drunk already. I spun through the haze of 

marijuana smoke and teenage perspiration, clinging to 
Daniel because I was afraid I would fall off my high 
heels. “No, Danny, my curfew is at midnight. I can’t 
go home plastered. My mom will kill me.”

 
“God, you’re such a baby.” Danny downed 

a shot and threw me a disgusted look. His hair 
was disheveled, his eyes glazed. He still looked so 
beautiful to me. “Jenna never acts like this at a party.”

 
Shamed, I took the other shot from him. “Ugh. 

Fine. You don’t have to be a dick about it.” I shot 
the drink. It was strong, and it burned my esophagus 
as it went down. But it was too late to stop the fight.
Angrily shrugging me away, Daniel abandoned me to 
my own devices. I toppled onto a couch full of school 
council members hitting a bong. The treasurer tried to 
pass it to me just as I realized that last shot had been a 
bad miscalculation and spewed vomit over the arm of 
the couch onto the floor. 

 
Someone screamed. Someone else swore. 

“Sorry,” I said, “Sorry.”  I threw up again. Strong arms  
lifted me and forced me to walk. 

 
“Dammit, Corrine,” Daniel said. “Come on.”

 
He dragged me up the stairs and into a large, 

clean bathroom. The light was too bright. Daniel 
reached for my shirt and yanked the hem up to expose 
my skin. I whined and struggled. 

 
“Stop it,” he snapped. “You’re covered in 

puke. You’re not getting into my car like that.”
 
I let him undress me. It would be all right, I 

knew. I would be all right because he loved me even 
though he wouldn’t break up with his girlfriend. I 
drifted through a haze of alcohol as I listened to water 
run as he rinsed out my dress. When I felt fingers at 
the edge of my panties I slapped at them, ineffectually. 

 
“Stop it,” I said. “I’m drunk.”
 
“Are you serious?  You’ve been coming onto 

me for two months, and now you’re too drunk to 
fuck?”

 
A fearful brand of clarity shivered through the 

liquor in my blood, and I forced my eyes to focus. Red 
splotches burned far up on his cheekbones.  Daniel 
had already taken his pants down. His member was 
erect and threatening as a knife. I was mostly naked 
now, lying on the bathroom tile. I tried to sit up, tried 
to struggle away, but he was bigger than I was. He 
shoved my legs apart and thrust himself inside me, and 
I cried with the pain and the humiliation. I couldn’t 
stop him. He was hurting me, and I wasn’t big enough 
to stop him. 

 
“Stop being such a baby,” he said. “Why are 

you crying?”
 
I haul myself out of my dreams, but I feel 

weak and shaken. I hate when they go that far. I am 
surprised to find myself in Polly’s house, watching 
her mother wash the dishes with a frown crouched 
between her eyebrows. She looks out the window but 
doesn’t seem to see anything. Is she 
worrying about Polly? She shivers and 
looks around, but of course her eyes 
don’t latch onto me. 
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I remember my mother saying, 
Are you drunk, Corrine? I remember 
her saying, How can you have been 
so stupid? You shouldn’t have been 
drinking with boys in the first place. 

Maybe all mothers think their daughters are a little 
crazy. Maybe that’s what it is to be a mother. I will 
never know, I suppose. 

 
I look through the little house for Polly and 

find her sitting on a bed in a room at the top of the 
stairs. She has a pair of red headphones on, and her 
eyes go very wide when she sees me. She shoves the 
headphones off, looping them around the back of her 
neck, and looks up at my face for the first time. 

 
“Do you know you have a giant hole in the 

back of your head?” She asks. “I’ve seen some 
fucked-up looking ghosts in my time, but I’m pretty 
sure you’re the worst.” I am too stunned to reply, 
so she continues, “Something really bad must have 
happened to you. What was it?”

 
“I shot myself,” I tell her. “I put my father’s 

gun in my mouth and I pulled the trigger.”
 
Polly grimaces. “Ouch.”
 
I shrug. “It didn’t hurt. One second I was alive 

and the next second I wasn’t. I think of it as the day I 
was born.”

 
Polly says, “I wish I had your balls. I tried to 

slit my wrists and my little brother found me because I 
didn’t die fast enough. Lack of follow-through on my 
part, I guess.”

 
“You’re lucky,” I tell her. “It turns out ghosts 

are just regrets. Live people get to be whatever they 
want.”

 
Polly considers this for a moment. “Why did 

you follow me home?” 
 
“I just want someone to talk to. I’ve never met 

anyone who can see me before.”
 

Polly leans back on her pile of pink pillows.  
“Most of the time, that’s what they want. It must be 
lonely, being dead.”

 
“Not really,” I tell her. “I have ghosts of my 

own for company.”
 
Polly rolls her eyes and reaches for her 

headphones. Before she can clap them back over her 
ears, I ask, “Why did you try to kill yourself?”

 
“Because I’m crazy,” she says. “Dead people 

follow me everywhere I go.  I hear voices.”
 
“You’re not crazy, Polly. I’m real.”
 
“That’s exactly what you’d say if you were a 

schizoid delusion.” She claps her headphones back on.  
Then with a thoughtful look, she lowers them again.  
“Even if you weren’t a delusion, ghosts are pretty 
horrible to deal with on a regular basis. I still don’t 
want to live in a world where things like you are real.”

 
I don’t know what to say to that. I can’t help 

that I still exist. When I put the barrel of my father’s 
gun in my mouth, I didn’t think I would be wandering 
my high school, trying to convince goths to talk to me. 
I wanted peace. I wanted silence. I wanted a respite 
from the dreams that haunted me even then. I go back 
to school. I will not talk to Polly again.  

 
The janitors are working. They are subdued, 

talking in quiet murmurs as they scrub the table tops 
in the cafeteria. I am tired, and I am sad. I leave 
them alone. I wander up the main hallway, running 
my fingers over the lockers. I am tempted to thump 
the locks against the metal plates they rest on, but I 
don’t.  Instead, I let the dreams take me. The sooner 
I get through the ending, the sooner I can start at the 
beginning again, when everything was beautiful. 

 
My mother told me not to call the police 

because they would blame me for 
Daniel’s attack. I had been dressed 
provocatively, after all, and I had 
been drunk. So I told no one but her.  
I skipped school for a few days to 
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sort myself out, but on the day I had 
to go back I felt as if everyone knew 
and everyone was staring at me. My 
shoulders hunched under the weight 
of their imagined stares. I had never 

been a timid girl, but in just a few days, I had become 
tentative and afraid. 

 
Daniel was in my English class. How would I 

face him?

I was fearful when I walked into class, and 
I slouched in my chair. I could feel Daniel sitting 
behind me, his eyes crawling over me like hungry 
insects. Whispers skirled against my ears. My skin 
burned. What had Daniel told his friends? The 
suspense was heavy on me, so I turned to meet his 
eyes.  My stomach lurched; I clenched my hands 
against their sudden shaking. 

One of his friends lifted a hand as if to cover 
his cough. “Whore,” he choked out.  

Daniel smirked. I lurched out of my chair and 
ran.  

 
Hiding in the bathroom stall, crouched next 

to the toilet, I opened my phone to call my mother. I 
had forty-five messages. The first one was from my 
best friend.  It said, I thought you had self-respect. UR 
nothing but a slut.

 
Blind with tears, I dashed for the front doors.  

Classes had let out while I hid in the bathroom, and I 
ricocheted off a boy from my math class and landed 
in a pair of wiry arms. I looked up. Jenna glared down 
at me, face alive with contempt. She shoved me away. 
“Fucking watch it, cum dumpster.” All of her friends 
laughed. 

I fled. 

I scrabble back to reality, desperate as hands 
clinging to the edge of a crumbling cliff. It is daylight 
again. The kids who pass in wide circles around me 
are unfamiliar, but I cannot help hearing the sound of 
Daniel’s laughter and Jenna’s scorn in their voices.

Restless, I wander from class to class. When I come 
in, teachers pause as if they have forgotten what they 
were about to say. 

 
A girl in a cheerleader’s uniform shudders and 

says, “Ooh. I think a goose walked over my grave.”

Polly’s math class is in session but her chair is 
empty.

I think about her words: I wish I had your 
balls. I think about Polly’s mother and her searching 
blue eyes.  

I promised myself I would not talk to her 
again. But Polly is not well, not stable. Her absence 
worries me. I could just…look in her window. She 
doesn’t even have to see me. If I knew she was okay I 
would feel better. 

I am not constrained by a walking pace, and I 
come to her house with a wish. Her mother is washing 
dishes again, and when I move past her she looks 
around. I ease up the stairs and hear the sound of 
bathwater running. Polly is in there, I know it.  

I shove my face through the door but I do not 
materialize inside. Polly is in the bath, and her head 
lolls onto her shoulder. The tub is full of dark blood.  
Her breasts float in it like white balloons. Water runs 
over the side of the tub and onto the floor, stained 
pink.

“Polly!” I shriek, loud enough to rattle the 
glass.

Her eyes flutter.  “-away,” she whispers. “Go 
away.”

I hurl down the stairs into the kitchen. If I 
could breathe, I would be breathless. Her mother 
rinses a plate and puts it in the dish rack. The tree 
outside their kitchen window is 
turning yellow.

“Polly needs you!” I scream.  
“Help!”  The woman shivers and picks 



83

up another plate.

There is no time to waste. I 
command the lights to flicker. The 
woman looks up, around. Through 

me. I lift the full rack of clean dishes and fling it at the 
floor. It strikes with a terrific crash. Glass shatters; bits 
of broken pottery skid across the clean tile. Shrapnel 
hits the woman’s shoe. She screams. 

Good.  Now I have her attention.  

I smear blood across the wall. She shrieks 
again, jamming her hands against her mouth, eyes 
wide and wild. She knows I am here. She thinks she is 
under attack. I am nothing but a ghost to her, nothing 
but a bogey.

In blood, with the tree as backdrop, I write 
Help Polly against her windowpane. 

Her eyes drift up as if they can see through the 
ceiling. There is a spreading wetness there, not yet 
saturated enough to drip. She runs up the stairs. I stay 
out of her way as she screams yet again when she sees 
the spectacle in the bathroom, this time the guttural, 
heart-broken cry of a woman who is not afraid for her 
own life, but for something she values even more. A 
scream like that was the first sound I heard after I was 
born. It was just as tragic from this throat as it had 
been from my mother’s. 

Paramedics come. Even though they check 
her pulse and deem it thready but present, Polly is 
standing beside me, watching the scene with pale, 
disaffected eyes. She is nude and her wrists are open 
to the air. The gashes wind from her wrist to her 
elbow, no longer bleeding but proof of her stupidity 
nonetheless.  I shake my head. 

“I tried to warn you,” I say.

Polly nods.“Did you make that mess 
downstairs?  Write my name in blood?”

“Yeah,” I say.  

The paramedics have loaded her onto a 
stretcher now. They slosh through the water toward the 
door while her mother follows, pale and absent as a 
ghost herself.

“I bet she believes me now,” Polly says. 

I thought ghosts could not see each other, but I 
can see her and she can see me. Maybe it is just further 
proof of how special she really is. But there is no room 
for the extraordinary here. The living can be magical.  
Ghosts are just dead. At least with Polly here, I know I 
will not be alone. I will have more company than just 
my dreams. Someone to talk to.  

I would rather be alone. I would rather have 
no one to talk to at all than to have Polly beside me as 
one more regret.

“It’s not too late, you know,” I say. “Your heart 
is still beating. You could follow them.  Get back in.”

“Why would I?” she asks. “I’m crazy. No one 
likes me; no one believes me. Being alive is a pain in 
the ass. I just want peace and quiet.”

I snort. “There’s no peace or quiet here, Polly.  
Only watching and regrets.” I look at her, study the 
torn pieces of veins in her arms. “Why would you 
choose to live? I don’t know. But if I had the chance I 
know what I would do.”

She looks at me with her pale blue eyes. She 
says, “I bet you were pretty when you were alive.”

“I was,” I say. “I was smart, too. But 
thoughtless.”

“People grow out of that.”

I nod. “Not me.”

She trails after her mother 
and I trail after her. I am sad, and the 
dreams call to me. I shove them away.  
Before Polly I would have dropped 
into them with gratitude. There is no 
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time now. 

The paramedics are shoving 
the stretcher into the back of the 
ambulance. Polly looks at me over her 

bare shoulder. The sun shines through her. I wonder if 
I am as transparent as she is.

“I don’t want to be dead,” she says. “I just 
want someone to understand.”

“I understand. You are lonely. I know lonely.” 
I pause. “I miss being loved. She might not understand 
you, but she sure loves you.”

Polly nods. She watches her mother get into 
the back of the ambulance, still sobbing. 

“I’m going with them,” she says. “I’m going to 
be alive.”

She is gone before I can smile in response. 

I am outside on Polly’s lawn now. Her 
neighbors are standing on their porches, gawking. The 
sun is bright, and I wish I had skin to feel it on. Still. I 
am dead, but I am not useless. I saved Polly. I am not 
only about madness and grief and regret. I can touch 
things.  I can feel something besides sadness. 

The sun shines through that early fall tree, 
golden. I think, I could fit into that light if I tried.  
Even as I think it I know what is happening to me.  
The light grows, grows, fills me up like water all the 
way to the top of a tall glass. 

I am warm, and I remember what it feels like 
to be loved.  
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The Huntress
Part Sixteen: Stone
by Ana Marija Meshkova
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Margo, in her Vuur form, blocked hit after 
hit. This guy was not going all out. He measured 
every hit, and only used his telekinesis to enhance his 
strength when he saw an opening. In five minutes she 
was wobbling. She got up on bended knee. I have a 
broken rib. She crossed her daggers above her head 
and blocked a hit. If I weren’t wearing these boots, my 
leg would be snapped in half. She slashed his arm. He 
swirled around and punched her in the stomach. He’s 
fast. I can’t find an opening.

Lucas was in his Vuur form, running into the 
force field again and again. The field bounced him 
back. He managed to land on his feet. His jacket was 
smouldering, singed from the energy the force field 
emanated. The burn on his shoulder was blistering, but 
he didn’t care.

“Lucas, that won’t help!” Patrick yelled at 
him. Jake sat on the floor, chalk in hand, drawing rune 
after rune and reciting every dispel he knew. Come on, 
come on, WORK! He had never seen anything like this 
before. There are shields used to section someone off 
from help, but they usually have a loophole, a way to 
remove them. Patrick was kneeling next to Jake, also 
casting what spells he could think of. There was no 
way he would let someone kill the woman who helped 
bring him back from the dead.

“What can I do?” Lucas was panicking. He 
wanted to crash in there and do anything he could, 
even if that involved just grabbing the bastard by the 
horns and hanging on like dead weight.

Zetal grabbed Margo by the neck, and 
slammed her down against the concrete floor. She 
stabbed him in the foot then telekinetically flipped 
to stand on her feet and roundhouse kick him in the 
head. Zetal dropped on his knees, and reached toward 
her hands. Margo anticipated that move and retracted 
her daggers, turned them around, so that when he 
grabbed her, the blades sank in his palms, and his 
fingers wrapped around the handles. Zetal could feel 
the blades extending directly into his arms, cutting 
through muscle and bone. The handles started burning 
his fingers. Well, that’s progress, Margo thought as 
she straightened up. She had a gash on her forehead, 

and was a bit wobbly. She could feel that the bone in 
her left leg was snapped in half, only supported by the 
spell woven in her boots.

Zetal grinned. It was less psychotic and more 
like a warlord that had trapped his opponent’s entire 
army in an inescapable ravine. “This?” he spread his 
fingers and switched his grip, grabbing each handle 
with the opposite hand, then pulled them out. “This is 
nothing.” He used his telekinesis to toss the daggers 
toward the ground. They sank hilt-deep into the 
concrete.

Zetal had her right where he wanted her. He 
knew that pain alone wouldn’t kill her. His hits had 
been slowly incapacitating her, breaking parts of her 
body she needed, and she was unable to do the same 
to him. He could see his goal right in front of him. 
He would be remembered as the one who stopped an 
abomination, and lived through it.

Margo failed to pull out the daggers with her 
telekinesis. Crap. When he lunged at her, she moved 
instinctively. She couldn’t throw fireballs in a space 
this small.

***
The band was hiding behind the stage, right in 

front of a back door. Lindsey, the singer, was staring 
at the fight, while her bandmates were busy sneaking 
what instruments they could carry back to their van.

“Sorry Mike, you’re gonna need new drums,” 
Lenny whispered to the pink-haired drummer, heaving 
an amplifier. Mike was collecting the little things they 
had left around, observing Lindsey out of the corner of 
his eye.

“Leave them, we need to go,” Liam prompted 
them.

The three guys started to walk towards the van, 
but the girl didn’t move.

“Sis, come on.” Mike tapped her on the 
shoulder.
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“Hold on.” She looked for the grey lines 
around the octagon, and followed them with her gaze 
under the bar and through the door. “You guys get in 
the van, I need to check something.” Mike shook his 
head and left. The guys knew better than to argue with 
her.

She walked out the back door and circled 
around to the side, sticking to the trees. No one would 
figure this out if they didn’t know what to look for. 
She noticed Ted standing next to the delivery door 
about five minutes after he noticed her. He nodded in 
greeting. She nodded back and left.

When she got back she found her bandmates 
huddled in the back of the van.

“Shit Lindsey, you got us worried.” The 
guitarist closest to the door, a tall skinny guy with 
brown shaggy long hair, pulled her into the van by the 
hand. He was visibly shaking, and annoyed at himself 
for that.

“Relax Lenny. I know what’s going on.” 
Lindsey waved him off.

“Okay. Now what?” Mike asked, his fangs 
appearing out of nervousness. He was used to letting 
her take the lead. It always turned out to be the best 
idea, since the last time he was in charge they almost 
caught fire.

“Now we sit here until they clear out. And then 
you go home.” Lindsey looked out of the window and 
turned off the small light.

“And you?” Liam, a kind-looking man with 
short blond hair, piped up. He was the only one that 
looked remotely calm.

“I go visit someone.”

***
“Margo!” Lucas yelled, as Zetal grabbed her 

telekinetically and slammed her to the floor. Margo 
felt the bones in her arm give way and split in half. 
Jake’s body felt too heavy, and he fell to the floor, 

tears running down his face. He couldn’t save her. All 
that he knew – and he was useless. Patrick dropped 
the chalk he was writing with, and wrapped his hands 
around Jake to stop him from doing something rash. 
He knew they tried everything they could, but his 
heart still jumped to his throat when Zetal plunged one 
of his sais into Margo’s torso.

The runes on Zetal’s body began to glow, 
covering his skin in a pleasant tingle. He got up, 
shaking his blood-soaked hands like someone who had 
spent five hours washing dishes at a dingy bar. He was 
not like his cousin – he didn’t worship blood and gore. 
He enjoyed winning, the blood and gore was just a 
bonus. He ignored the incessant banging coming from 
Lucas repeatedly hitting the force field with fireballs 
and dropped a small plaque in front of his own feet. 
A large circular doorway swirled into existence, and 
Zetal stepped back to let it suck Margo’s body inside. 
The doorway closed, and the octagon started to vanish. 
Zetal prepared, releasing a large telekinetic wave that 
knocked Lucas directly into Jake and Patrick.

Zetal telekinetically smashed the plaque into 
dust, and then brought his sais to him. Why stop now, 
when he had them right where he wanted them? He 
could dispatch all of her friends in just a few minutes. 
Three less problems for the clan.

“Crap!” Patrick managed to push Lucas off 
him. “Jake, I think this is an emergency!”

Jake reached into his pocket and pulled out a 
small blood-red crystal. “Hold on to your breeches!” 
He grabbed Patrick’s hand, while Patrick grabbed 
Lucas’s foot. Jake cradled the crystal in his palm. 
“Ianuam aperi!” A blood-red portal opened under 
them, and they fell in a heap on the floor in their 
living room. Zetal ran towards the portal, but it closed 
immediately.

After they finally managed to get up, the full 
weight of what happened came crashing onto them. 
Lucas dropped onto a chair like a heavy bag, tears 
streaming down his face. He had jumped over a lot 
of hoops in his life, but the loss of a family member 
was not one of them. His entire body was shaking as 
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he was struggling to control the waves of pain going 
through his body, and his hand would not let go of the 
amulet that appeared on his neck just seconds after 
they fell down. He didn’t even notice his wound any 
more.

It was so easy for Jake to curl up in a ball on 
the floor and just give up. But only one could break 
down at a time. Lucas reminded him that he had to be 
the strong one. He gripped Patrick’s hand tightly and 
took a deep breath. “Tell me we’ll bring her home, 
and that we’ll get to pump that bastard so full of silver 
there won’t be a piece of him that’s not melting.”

“We’ll bring her home, and we’ll pump that 
bastard so full of silver there won’t be a piece of 
him that’s not melting.” Patrick’s voice emanated 
conviction and calmness. He needed to pull both of 
them together if they hoped to have a chance in hell 
to save themselves, let alone Margo. Zetal would not 
stop coming after them. And they needed to be ready.

Patrick pushed the daggers further away on 
the floor and sat Jake down. They managed to calm 
Lucas down long enough to talk. “If I’m not wrong, 
that was dimension magic. Which means we might 
have an answer right here.” Patrick’s words made Jake 
straighten up.

“What good does it do?” Lucas’s voice was 
quiet. He didn’t move for all the time Patrick was 
wrapping up his wound, just sitting there, leaning his 
forehead on his free hand.

“Look, if we can’t bring her back from 
whatever dimension that asshole put her in, we can at 
least make sure he doesn’t live any longer than it takes 
us to kill him.” Jake put a hand on Lucas’s arm.

***
“Who is it?” A voice sounded through the 

door.

“Lindsey.” She spent her entire climb up the 
narrow stairwell on the phone, getting the address for 
her next stop. She left as soon as the Vuur walked out 
of the bar, settling with throwing a long black coat 

over her black frilly skirt and corset top instead of 
changing.

The door opened with a heavy creak. Aksel 
was standing there, in a white button-down shirt and 
black pants. His hair was wet, and that meant it looked 
more like a bird’s nest than the neat banker-esque 
do he usually wore. “Hello.” He smiled somewhat 
mechanically, though his eyes showed the welcome 
the rest of his face didn’t.

“Hi, can I come in?” Lindsey nodded in thanks 
as Aksel moved away to let her through.

“Do you want juice, coffee, blood? I think I 
have some in the freezer. Might be a bit old though.” 
Aksel closed the door.

“Nah, I’m good.” She let her wavy red hair 
down from her ponytail, and dropped her coat on a 
nearby chair. His apartment was orderly as always, 
white walls with grey carpeting and pale taupe-
coloured furniture, with a completely black marble 
kitchen right to the left of the entrance. She was 
certain that if she walked into the bedroom she would 
find the same queen-size bed with dark-blue bedding 
and the heavy oak desk with a small laptop on it, and 
the three wall-sized bookshelves filled with books 
and scrolls. The same completely grey bathroom with 
a shower and a bathtub. Every single item was also 
probably in the same place. She always wondered how 
the hell he managed to be so obsessively neat and not 
be crazy. And then she noticed Aksel was tired. His 
long pale face had a slight shadow to it, as if someone 
had brushed a low opacity grey filter over it. He 
looked like one of Mike’s soft photographs.

“I was wondering when you were going to 
show up.” Aksel placed his hands in his pockets. “Ted 
told me you were there.” Aksel waited patiently by the 
door for her to settle down. She was always moving so 
that was no easy task. He learned a long time ago that 
the only one that could make Lindsey stand still was 
Lindsey herself.

“I figured, he tells you everything.” Lindsey 
plopped down on one of the couches. She had to resist 
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the urge to take off her heels. Aksel never asked for 
that, since he vacuumed after every rare visit he got 
anyway, but she always liked how fluffy the carpet 
was. She didn’t get to have fluffy carpets, since Lenny 
was way too clumsy with his food, and cleaning blood 
was a bitch. “I need to ask you that favour.”

Aksel sat down on the chair opposite hers. 
“Sure, though I have to ask, why now? I have done 
so many things in the past that would warrant an 
intervention.”

“Vampires have extraordinary hearing.” 
Lindsey moved her fingers lightly across the couch in 
contemplation. “I could hear your heartbeat from the 
back of my van, which means I could hear inside the 
bar too.” She smirked, more to herself. “Just because I 
have a demonic essence in me it doesn’t mean I’m not 
compassionate.” That was a mistake people made all 
too often.

“Nothing could ever make you inhumane.” 
Aksel got up and walked into his bedroom, to shortly 
return with a small grey stone. “Here is your favour.” 
He placed the stone in Lindsey’s outstretched hand. 
“All one needs to do is channel their magical energy 
into it with a spell. Preferably a trained witch. So, 
Patrick. I hear Jake brought him back.” Lindsey 
wasn’t surprised Aksel knew where she wanted to 
take the stone. She didn’t even think he knew she was 
friends with Jake.

Lindsey dropped the stone in her purse. “I 
hope this doesn’t spoil your plans.”

“You know me, I have a contingency plan for 
everything.” Aksel smirked.

Lindsey got up and gave Aksel a hug. “Don’t 
worry, I’ll keep up my end of the bargain. I won’t tell 
them.”

“I do not doubt that.” Aksel held Lindsey 
for what she could swear was exactly timed fifteen 
seconds and then politely escorted her out. He closed 
the door and went to the fridge, where he made 
himself a chicken sandwich. He needed his strength 

back if he wanted to pretend he was caught off guard. 
As he ate, he noticed a small nougat bar on his glass 
table. He couldn’t help but laugh.

Lindsey bolted down the stairs as fast as she 
could, and flagged down a cab in five seconds flat. 
“I’ll give you double the fare if you can get me to this 
address in thirty minutes in this traffic.”

***
Margo’s soul would not leave her body. It was 

like it was pressed inside, something keeping it from 
moving on. As soon as her body exited the portal and 
fell on the cold hard ground, something sucked her 
back in, and her heart started beating again. All of her 
wounds healed, and she was left to lie there under the 
sun.

But her consciousness lost all connection to 
her body. She was being carried by the current of her 
own thoughts that, as soon as she opened her eyes, 
manifested around her as a large river flowing through 
a burned forest. Margo couldn’t speak, couldn’t think, 
couldn’t move. Something grabbed Margo’s hand and 
pulled her out, dropping her on the ground.

“Well, a river is not that uncommon, but the 
burned out forest is new. It’s usually something that 
doesn’t exist where you’re from, or a cave.” Margo 
turned her head to the side the voice came from. In 
front of her stood an apple-green amphibian. The 
creature stood on two legs. It was thin, and its skin 
was covered with shiny scales. Its fingers and toes 
were webbed. Its head was thin and with pronounced 
cheekbones, large light irises staring from equally 
large eyes with double eyelids. There were see-
through fins that connected at the top of its head, 
circling around its sides, and vanished into its neck. 
The creature flashed a big smile, revealing a row of 
small sharp teeth. There were two pairs, one on the 
bottom and one on the upper jaw that were larger than 
the rest, and their tips protruded from its mouth. It 
waved cheerfully at Margo. “Hi.”

“Um… what?” Margo straightened up. She felt 
strangely light, like a cork floating on top of a bowl of 
water. Surprisingly, her clothes were dry. “What are 
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you? Where are we?”
“I don’t think you would know my species. We 

are very old.” The creature got up, and helped Margo 
to her feet. “I’m Otalian, nice to meet you. We’re in 
your head. You’re a corporealized version of your 
consciousness.”

“Alright…” Margo decided to figure out who 
the demon was first. “And what are you doing in my 
head?”

“Oh right!” Otalian slapped their forehead. 
“Humans don’t know that name. You call me the 
Nexus.”
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Trouble at the Docks
Chapter Seventeen

By Jim King
The officers left the meeting after some final 

planning and split up to rouse their commands for 
action. By the Land Frigate a wagon had pulled up and 
naval ratings were transferring coal and water to the 
rear compartment.

“Bosun!” Lieutenant Houseman called to 
the leader of the naval party that had arrived with 
replacement ammunition, fuel and water.

“I hate to ask this of the men but in amongst 
these houses we’re blind. I want a lookout up behind 
the stack. Call for volunteers.”

“Aye aye sir.”

The Bosun turned to look at the naval ratings, 
deciding which one had made it high enough on his 
shit list to be ‘volunteered’ for this little job.

#
The force began to form up for the attack, 

Greyhound with her ‘volunteer’ crouched on top made 
her way to the base of the ramp up to the fort.

Third platoon was formed up with the 
Ironsides right behind them. Second platoon was a bit 
further back with the quartermaster and his munitions 
wagons behind them

First platoon was to be the last infantry unit 
up the ramp, they deployed in the market square with 
sharpshooters on the flat roofed buildings ready to 

provide covering fire.

Then, once everyone was in position, General 
Summerby ordered the attack to begin and the Land 
Frigate started up the ramp towards the gatehouse and 
the final battle. Greyhound began to work her way up 
the slope, a mortar round landed in front of the gate 
and exploded covering the area with dust and shrapnel.

A few rebels appeared on top of the gatehouse 
or wall to fire at the land frigate or the infantry in 
the market square but they were quickly driven back 
by the fire of first platoon’s sharpshooters and by a 
second mortar round that landed behind the gatehouse 
and exploded engulfing the whole area.

Both six pounders also joined in, firing against 
the wall above the path leading up the hill to the gate 
and with the siege mortar dropping rounds behind the 
wall into the fort the volume of fire directed against 
Greyhound was minor. A few rounds bounced off 
the armour leaving no more than smears of lead. 
The lookout crouched as low as he could manage 
between the twin maxim turrets, on the narrow path 
up to the gate his eyes were not needed and while the 
fire directed at the Land Frigate was light the sound 
of bullets bouncing off the armour or buzzing past 
overhead left the man quaking with fear.

Greyhound steadily made her way up the ramp 
and reached the top where she slowly and carefully 
began to turn towards the gate, her outside rear wheel 
and track was left hanging out over the edge of the 
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ramp and her inside front wheel and track hit the 
corner of the gatehouse. She could not make the turn 
without backing up and that ran the risk of tipping 
backwards and going over the side of the ramp. She 
had to back onto the ramp again.

General Summerby was watching and he sent 
an order for the six pounders to target the gatehouse. 
Lieutenant Houseman gave the same order and nearly 
simultaneously the gatehouse was hit by shells from 
the guns. The entire right end of the gatehouse and the 
gate itself disintegrated and Greyhound was able to 
drive up and swing round into the newly created gap.

With a grinding of gears and a scream of high 
pressure steam Greyhound entered the fort and found 
itself in the main street leading straight to the fortress 
building itself. On its right there was the first of a line 
of houses that formed that side of the street, broken by 
several alleys. On the left was a narrow gap between 
the wall and the first of a line of houses that stretched 
across the fort until they reached the open area in front 
of the fortress building with only a single alley half 
way down.

The Land Frigate paused for a few seconds in 
the wreckage of the gatehouse then slowly began to 
advance into the fort. Behind it came the first soldiers 
of third platoon.

Lieutenant Fowler gestured his first dozen 
men to follow the Land Frigate then waved one of the 
sergeants and a few men to cover the alleys on both 
sides. He then started forward in the tracks of the Land 
Frigate as it ground its way forward.

On the left several men were able to enter 
the gap between the wall and the line of houses; they 
advanced and found themselves behind the houses in 
another street that ran toward the open area in front of 
the fortress.

On the right several men were ordered to 
check the first alley, part of the closest building had 
collapsed from a mortar hit and rubble choked the 
entrance to the narrow passageway, the soldiers had 
to climb carefully over the loose and shifting bricks 

while surrounded by clouds of choking dust. The 
first pair barely had time to shout a warning before 
the walking corpses were upon them. One soldier 
was dragged down before he could fire, corpse hands 
tearing at his face and neck. The other soldier levelled 
his rifle and fired before he was pulled down by the 
weight of corpses tugging on his jacket.

The soldiers behind had seconds to respond 
and fire. Heavy bullets slammed into the closest 
corpses to no avail and the unlucky pair tried to back 
away only to push into the soldiers behind them. One 
died screaming for God, the other died cursing the 
fools behind him.

Further back soldiers had enough warning to 
withdraw and by the time the shambling corpses had 
make their way past the four now dead soldiers the 
narrow alley was empty and the survivors of the squad 
had formed up in the street. Every rifle aimed at the 
alley mouth.

“FIRE.” A single volley rang out and the first 
few corpses to reach the pile of rubble were cut down. 
But there were more behind them and they climbed 
over the rubble and the newly slain walking corpses, 
tumbling over the rubble and down into the street.

Shouts rang out for help and the next squad 
through the shattered gate came to aid them, more 
rifles were added to the volume of fire but the walking 
corpses still came on, more and more of them blocking 
the narrow alley with their own bodies.

Then there came an almighty crash and the 
street and alley were engulfed in smoke and dust and 
the thundering clanking of Greyhound. The lookout 
crouched on her upper deck had seen the crisis behind 
the Land Frigate and had shouted down through the 
open hatch to Lieutenant Houseman. 

Greyhound had been unable to turn around 
in the street unless she crushed her way through the 
nearest buildings so she had done just that. Then she 
had continued through the houses either side of the 
corpse-filled alley. Her mighty tracks and hull crushed 
scores of the walking corpses and bought precious 
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time. The full might of third platoon had time to form 
up and the first of the ironsides were advancing up the 
street to support them. 

The walking corpses were no longer trapped in 
the alley, they could spread out through the shattered 
houses but they stumbled over the piles of rubble and 
broken walls making slow and easy targets for the 
soldiers. Greyhound had thrown a track on one of the 
brick walls and was now unable to move but both of 
her maxim turrets faced to her rear and they had clear 
arcs of fire to the mass of shambling dead.

Still the walking corpses came on, a hundred or 
more had fallen and yet as many again still advanced. 
They began to reach the line of soldiers and firing 
slackened off as men no longer had the time to reload 
and rifles became clubs. A corporal was dragged 
down, the soldiers either side of him frantically 
beating on the walking corpse with their rifle butts. 
An Ironside advanced to meet the shambling horde 
and smashed one to the ground with a swing of its left 
arm. Then it smashed another with the barrel of its 
right arm mounted cannon and then fired that cannon, 
the shell punched through multiple corpses. Some 
were smashed or torn apart, others just knocked to the 
ground. A corpse tried to grapple the Ironside but the 
mechanical warrior was powered by steam pistons and 
wrapped in good steel. 

More and more of the shambling dead reached 
the Ironside and tried to climb onto it, it was being 
buried in a great pile of moving bodies beyond 
even its strength to move. The troops behind it had 
a moment to reload and to fire, reload and fire. One 
round passed through the arm of a walking corpse 
and struck the joint between armour plate and steam 
boiler casing on the Ironsides back. The joint split and 
a great cloud of high pressure steam burst forth, the 
closest dead had the flesh boiled from their bones and 
the great heaving pile of corpses fell apart as damaged 
corpses collapsed.

Trooper Nathan Clark, 27. Private. Ironside 
crewman. Mentioned in dispatches. Conspicuous 
gallantry under unusual circumstances. Killed when 
the steam boiler of his Ironside ruptured in combat. 

His actions saved the lives of many in his platoon and 
he gave his life to hold the advance of the rebel forces 
allowing third platoon time to reorder and reload. 

In the main street shouts alerted Lieutenant 
Fowler that yet more of the walking corpses were 
coming down the street from the direction of the 
fortress building.

“FALL BACK, INTO THE BUILDINGS.” 
Fowlers voice was barely heard by the sergeants and 
corporals but they took up the shout. Boots, shoulders 
or rifle butts were used to smash open the doors of the 
buildings behind the platoon

As many of the soldiers as could do so 
retreated into the houses, others found themselves 
trapped on the street and fought on till they were 
overwhelmed and buried beneath the wave of 
shambling dead.

#
Further up the street a group of soldiers who 

had been behind the Land Frigate found themselves 
cut off from both the gate and the rest of the platoon 
by the advancing corpses, they heard the shout but the 
door to the closest building was at the other end, they 
had nothing but the narrow gap between houses to 
retreat into.

Firing as they fell back the small group 
of soldiers were safe for moments as the corpses 
advancing from both sides blocked each other in the 
narrow gap. Then they pushed in and shambled after 
the soldiers. Private Smith fired into the chest of the 
closest and it fell at his feet, he had no time to reload 
so he bought the barrel of his rifle crashing down on 
the head of the next shambling dead, crushing its skull 
and throwing it back into the corpse behind it.

Private Smith screamed in shock and pain as 
the corpse he had shot grasped his leg and levered 
itself up off the ground to sink its teeth into the flesh 
behind his knee. Smith’s leg buckled and he half fell, 
bracing himself with his good leg and his elbows 
against the walls either side.
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Behind him a shot rang out and the next corpse 
took a round in its tattered face. 

“Boyo did ye not hear the order to fall back.”

Smith glanced at the face of Private Jones who 
was just behind him, hands busy reloading.

“Run for it you crazy Welshman!”

“What sort of Welshman would I be if I ran 
away while an Englishman stood and fought, my da’ 
would be turning in his grave with the shame o’ it.”

The walking corpses reached them and Private 
Smith set to smashing them back using his rifle as a 
club while Private Jones loaded and fired as fast as 
possible. Jones began to sing as loudly as he could and 
Smith joined in as soon as he recognised the song.

#
Lieutenant Fowler climbed the steep steps to 

reach the roof of the house he had pushed into; he had 
held back till the last of his nearby men had made it 
inside then he had followed using his empty revolver 
to smash in the skull of a walking corpse that was 
reaching for his throat. With the door held shut by 
two men and others dragging what little furniture was 
available to block the doorway he wanted to see what 
was happening to the rest of his men.

He could hear someone singing, faintly over 
the volume of shooting but clearly singing. The lilt of 
the voice spoke of the green hills of Wales. 

“Men of Harlech, on to Glory! See, your 
banner fa-” The singing cut off with a scream.

Eric Smith, 24. Private. Third Platoon, first 
company, first battalion, 53rd (Shropshire) Regiment 
of Foot. Mentioned in dispatches. Conspicuous 
gallantry under unusual circumstances. Private Smith 
did, in company with Private Jones of same platoon 
stand rearguard against overwhelming enemy attack 
and by giving his life he allowed the remainder of his 
unit to rejoin their platoon and continue the action 
against the rebels.

David Jones, 35. Private. Third Platoon, first 
company, first battalion, 53rd (Shropshire) Regiment 
of Foot. Mentioned in dispatches. Conspicuous 
gallantry under unusual circumstances. Private Jones 
did stand rearguard against overwhelming enemy 
numbers in protection of Private Smith who was 
wounded in action and unable to withdraw. He did, by 
giving his own life, allow the remainder of his unit to 
rejoin their platoon and continue the action against 
the rebels. His courage in the face of the enemy was 
above and beyond that expected of a soldier of Her 
Majesty’s army.

From the roof Fowler could see the buildings 
on either side and a number of soldiers who had had 
the same thought, to reach a safe point above the 
shambling mob of dead. 

At the remains of the gate second platoon had 
had time to form ranks and now poured volley after 
volley down the street, smashing the walking corpses 
by the dozen. But still the dead came on.

Two of the Ironsides were still in action, half 
a dozen soldiers clustered behind them. The group 
was standing in the mouth of an alley, the Ironsides 
blocking the gap, and the red coats firing past them 
into the shambling mob, preventing the Ironsides 
being overrun.

The fourth and last Ironside was nowhere to be 
seen. 

“Sir, over there!” The cry came from the 
next building, closer to the gate. A soldier stood 
and pointed. The Land Frigate was surrounded by 
a heaving mass of corpses, pounding at its armour, 
tearing at the remaining track and climbing upon each 
other to reach the deck. The lookout stood between 
the turrets, legs wide spread, swinging his rifle by the 
barrel, clubbing the dead back as they climbed high 
enough to reach onto the deck and grasp at his legs.

“Sharpshooters, covering fire for that 
madman.”
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A few shots rang out then more and more as 
men reached the roof and took in the scene before 
them. The volume of fire drove back enough of the 
dead to make the Land Frigates after deck safe for the 
moment.

Joshua Grant.  19. Able seaman. Mentioned 
in dispatches. Conspicuous gallantry under unusual 
circumstances. Able seaman Grant volunteered to 
take post of lookout on the Land Frigate Greyhound 
during the fighting within the rebel held town of Al 
Shalish. Under sustained enemy attack he held to his 

post and alerted the Land Frigate to a rebel counter 
attack. Greyhound was subsequently able to block 
this counter attack and prevent second platoon being 
overrun. Seaman Grant was also instrumental in 
defending against a rebel boarding against HMLS 
Greyhound singlehandedly preventing the enemy 
gaining a foothold on HMLS Greyhound’s deck.

Then the volume of fire began to fall away as 
man after man reached into his ammunition pouch to 
find it empty.
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