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A Little Star 
Verity Holloway

A lamp with a shade of red paper. No matter 
what draughty lodge or bawdy house Benjamin 
laid his head for the night, he saw that Lime 
Street crimson whenever he closed his eyes, the 
way another man might see the face of a girl he 
loved, or a child a ghost in the doorway.

Benjamin followed the Chinese girl up the 
black lacquered stairs. Xue, her name was. 
She told him once it meant ‘snow’. Or perhaps 
he dreamt that, floating on the clouds. He 
could barely see, but he knew the way through 
each curtained doorway, past sailors and 
costermongers sprawled on couches thick 
with cushions. He had read of insects that 
lived in caves so devoid of light, they were 
born without eyes. As Xue led him across the 
landing, Benjamin caught a glimpse of one 
such creature: Xue’s father, clambering like an 
ancient crab up the stairs to the garret bedroom. 
When Xue caught him staring, he looked away 
to the stone Buddha sitting on a side table. 
The figure was crudely done, smirking like a 
Haymarket drunk. Benjamin could have fixed it, 
once.

His customary couch waited on the third 
floor where the ceiling billowed with pinned 
silk. Xue turned her back to hang his coat, 
and Benjamin’s artistic training stirred long 
enough to sluggishly appraise her beauty. The 
girl bundled up her black hair with two sharp 
prongs, like chisels, topped with crescent 
moons. She could sense him watching her, 
he knew that, but she didn’t fear his kind. He 
hadn’t felt activity in the southern counties for a 
considerable time.

‘Thought you said your farewells,’ Xue said. 
‘You lose your studio?’

‘I decided the rent was an extravagance.’

‘Clever boy.’

Hers was an unbecoming voice for a woman. 
There was a sphynxy coolness to it that was 
almost seductive when she gently shook him 
awake, dry-mouthed and mystified. But now, 
when he was all anticipation, he wanted to take 
his shaking hands and strike her.

‘Sculpting’s no profession,’ Xue went on. ‘You 
make a nice statue, what then? One push, in 
bits.’

She glided away to fetch the pipe, leaving 
Benjamin alone and miserable. He held out his 
hands, willing them to be still. Nothing so bitter 
as a lost gift. Every human figure he created 
now came out pinched and mean, as if on the 
seventh day, God rested only because he’d 
spent the last six drinking. The other Academy 
students said he was poxy. Little Ben and his 
Little Problem. Only one thing soothed him, and 
he could taste it already, wafting in from other 
rooms where those lucky men lay stupefied.

His longings were interrupted when a broad 
fellow in a docker’s overcoat ducked through the 
beaded curtain. His cap brushed the billowing 
ceiling, and before Benjamin could do anything 
to avoid it, the stranger was upon him with 
a hearty handshake. ‘Bit of daylight wouldn’t 
go amiss in here,’ he said, dumping himself 
onto the adjacent couch. ‘Winchester, sir. Of 
Deptford.’

Men did not offer their names in places such 
as this. In the red glower of the lamps, Benjamin 
eyed Winchester’s hands, smothered in anchors 
and compasses. Good hands. The sort that did 
their master’s bidding.

When Benjamin failed to respond, the 
stranger was not offended. ‘You’ll forgive me my 
enthusiasm, sir, but I have sorely missed the 
company of Englishmen. Until this morning, I 
hadn’t set foot on these shores for twenty years.’
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Jesus wept, he was trapped with a talker. 
Benjamin glanced out into the hall for any sign 
of Xue and her sharp hairsticks. Perhaps it 
wasn’t too late to take a couch downstairs.

Nevertheless, best to be polite to a man twice 
one’s size. ‘Twenty years is a long time to be 
away, Mister Winchester.’

‘I said as much to the judge, but it was that 
or the rope, and I’ve always had a nose for a 
bargain. Transportation, mate. Life in Australia. 
Not to be sneered at, a journey like that.’

That explained the smell of bilge water. ‘And 
now you want to celebrate, I take it?’

Winchester smiled. ‘No, sir. What I want is of 
no importance.’

He was here to rob people. Well, Benjamin 
thought, blow you. He had nothing left to be 
stolen. Only the money in his pockets, and Xue 
would take that before giving him the pipe. 
Where in God’s name was she? A cramp in 
his innards caught Benjamin by surprise, and 
he brought his knees up in pain. Noisily, he 
breathed through his nose, trying to suck up 
some vestige of stale smoke hanging in the air, 
until the wave passed.

When he opened his eyes, the room was 
rippling gently. Winchester was gazing at him 
with odd sympathy.

The shakes weren’t the half of it. In nine 
months, Benjamin’s weight had almost halved. 
Elbows and knees rubbed raw as easily as 
petals. A student from the medical school 
adjacent to the Academy once told him gin-
fiends’ organs were pristine and pickled when 
you opened them up. Benjamin wondered what 
an anatomist might make of him when the time 
came. He would sign himself over today if in 
return they could promise him the steadiness of 
his blasted hands and a day alone with a chisel 
and some stone.

Winchester was fiddling with the paper 
lampshade, lifting it with his inky fingers. 
Benjamin watched as the stranger reached 
inside his coat and took out something to warm 
in front of the flame.

‘Nice bit of glass,’ Benjamin remarked.

‘Oh, she isn’t glass,’ said Winchester. ‘She is 
my little star.’

The stone cast rainbow constellations around 
the room.

‘My life was a string of curses,’ Winchester 
said. ‘But no longer, thanks to her.’

Benjamin knew Australia had much to offer in 
the way of precious stones. Opal. Bloody garnet. 
Nephrite jade, rippled green like rotting mutton. 
Many were suited to the craft of the sculptor, 
and many more were valuable, but Benjamin did 
not recognise Winchester’s little star as any of 
these.

Still, if it was valuable, this thug plainly 
wouldn’t know it. Benjamin reached for the 
stone. ‘May I?’

Winchester considered him. How pathetic he 
must have seemed, a young man crumpled up 
like a used handkerchief, the need for the pipe 
ground into his face like dirt. You should have 
seen me last year, Benjamin wanted to tell him. 
You should have seen my commissions. I was 
magnificent. I was—

Winchester solemnly shook his head. ‘With 
regret, sir, the lady declines.’

He placed the stone before him on the low 
table, allowing Benjamin to look and nothing 
more. It wasn’t a diamond, he could tell that 
much through the film of second-hand smoke. 
But there was something star-like about it. An 
ancient quality, fathomless and cold, not unlike 
Xue’s voice.

‘You mean to sell it?’

‘Her. And not on your life, sir. My little star 
brought me home. She knew I longed for it, and 
she did her work for me.’ Winchester shrugged 
off his overcoat, letting it crumple stiffly beside 
him on the cherry blossom cushions. To 
Benjamin, it seemed two figures sat before him.

‘And now,’ said Winchester. ‘I must part with 
her.’
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The stone glimmered like fresh February 
ice. Benjamin saw Winchester in the baking 
Australian desert, filling the years plotting 
against the judge who sent him there. The sun 
could cook a man’s brain like an egg. Perhaps 
those tattooed hands were out of practice. 
Perhaps Winchester needed a helpless little 
opium eater’s neck to get him in the mood.

But he couldn’t stop staring at that stone.

‘If you don’t intend to sell her, what’s stopping 
you giving her to me?

‘She does not want you, sir. Don’t take it to 
heart. She left her former man for me, and she 
will leave me for whoever takes her fancy. She’s 
a forthright little star.’ 

‘And she told you to come to Lime Street.’

‘I’m a good husband. I do as the lady tells me.’

Here, Winchester looked up and smiled. Xue 
had entered, with a tray and a pipe.

Benjamin was already on his side, reaching 
like a baby in a crib. ‘Were you fetching it from 
China?’

She set down the tray without looking at him. 
‘The gentleman first. Then you.’

For a second, Benjamin forgot to breathe. 
Winchester pressed his money into Xue’s hand. 
They stayed like that for a moment, eye to eye, 
hand in hand, as if betrothed. But Winchester’s 
lady was leaving him, Benjamin said to himself. 
The thought echoed around his head. Desert 
sand, tattooed fingers, and the boundless stretch 
of the sea. Once, it was said that Benjamin’s 
hands could make marble sing. If he could only 
touch the little star, just for a moment… Just to 
remind himself of his old power…

Man alive, he needed a puff.

Still Xue carried out her duties with infuriating 
leisure. Benjamin’s voice rose unsteadily: ‘I was 
here first. Are you listening, you yellow dog? I 
shan’t pay if you—’

‘Oh, all your money.’

She was laughing at him. Oh, but he was 
too sick to go upstairs and yell at her crippled 
father. Benjamin lay there, aching with envy 

as Xue prepared the pipe and the pillows for 
Winchester, arranging the red lamp to warm the 
resin in the bowl. When her work was done, she 
dipped a small bow. In the girl’s cupped hands, 
the little star winked. Servant, queen, goddess 
of abundance and mercy. Benjamin tasted 
sweat. The stone disappeared into Winchester’s 
waistcoat, and Xue slid from the room like a 
shadow.

Benjamin shuffled towards the edge of his 
couch. ‘I say. Winchester. Do a fellow a favour? 
One little puff to tide me over.  You can take one 
from mine in return, but I simply… would highly 
appreciate…’

Had he even spoken out loud? Winchester’s 
huge body had already surrendered to the 
opium’s magic. Xue was right. It wasn’t simply 
the loss of the studio. Someone had to pay his 
Academy fees. Someone had to pay for this. And 
if Benjamin was honest to himself, he knew 
which he would crawl for, given the choice. That 
short deliverance. That dependable peace.

Yes.

He swayed over the sleeping man, poised 
with his hand over Winchester’s heart. Layers 
of stiff linen and wool, and nestling somewhere 
inside, a mere Australian rock. But he salivated 
for it. The odour of Winchester’s body tainted 
the sweetness of the opium, and the need 
in Benjamin leapt painfully, sending a deep 
shudder through his useless hands. His fingers 
glanced against Winchester’s waistcoat, and 
there it was, the little star, like a teardrop in his 
hand.

So much for the lady not wanting him. 
Benjamin swept up his coat and hat. Winchester 
lay still, breathing peacefully in the crimson 
gloom while his pipe smouldered away, sinfully 
neglected.

Benjamin was kissing it goodbye before 
he knew it. The smoke rolled through his 
body and he grabbed the edge of the table to 
steady himself. In his moment of pleasure, the 
proximity of the lamp was irrelevant. It toppled 
back towards the couch, and Benjamin watched 
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in fuzzy disbelief as the red paper shade was 
consumed in a languid heartbeat.

There is a foolhardy quantity of fabric in this 
room, Benjamin said to himself. Sprawled on 
the floor, he had a capital view as the silks 
pinned to the ceiling began to billow under the 
rising flames. Winchester, the sluggard, slept 
on, even as the couch went up and the stone 
in Benjamin’s hand quickened with heat like a 
living thing.

In bushfire season, the snakes leave their 
sandy burrows, and make for the towns en 
masse.

One of Xue’s brothers was charging up the 
stairs. Benjamin found himself on his feet, 
barrelling past, knocking over the side table with 
the smiling stone Buddha. As Benjamin fled past 
dark doorways, the most lucid denizens of Lime 
Street began to stir. As the smoky air thickened, 
someone cried ‘fire’, and he heard a shriek that 
must have been Xue’s. He found her trying to 
fight a path up the stairs as he and half a dozen 
men came thundering down, shoeless and 
bewildered. Knots of snakes, twisting their way 
to safety.

Xue grabbed Benjamin’s wrist. ‘Help me up.’

‘Up’ was nothing but death. Unlike 
Winchester, he would keep his little star safe.

Out on the cobbles, Benjamin fell on his 
knees, coughing and rubbing at his smarting 
eyes. He caught a handful of water from the 
Lime Street pump, and with the stone in his 
mouth, swallowed hard. Knowing his opium-
eater’s guts, he wouldn’t be seeing her again for 
two weeks.

He lurched away towards the nearest alley, 
but as he dodged a carriage he could not resist 
one last look at his old hideout. The top half of 
the house was engulfed. All that opium.

The hideous waste. He felt he should salute, 
or say a short prayer, but when he shielded 
his eyes to look at the attic bedroom, he saw a 
spindly something flailing in the blaze.

He had quite forgotten Xue’s antique father. 
And so, it appeared, had everyone else. As the 
old man clawed at the window, Benjamin’s whole 
sorry body begged him to run. He didn’t want 
such an image in his dreams.

Down the alley, he collapsed beside a child’s 
hopscotch grid. A piece of chalk lay abandoned, 
and out of habit he began to draw. Aimless 
swirls to calm himself, a crude flower, his own 
name. At first, he didn’t understand how he was 
holding the chalk steady. It usually took a whole 
bowl and a four-hour sleep to reliably grip a 
teaspoon. Hardly daring to breathe, he sketched 
a smiling face, a skyline, a woman’s profile. He 
was laughing like a drunk, but for the first time 
in memory, he was wide awake and fully seated 
in his body. It was all his again: hands and feet 
to enjoy and put to work. It was the little star. 
She hadn’t wanted Winchester, the filthy rogue. 
She hadn’t wanted whichever man had come 
before. All this time, while Benjamin suffered, 
she was making her way across deserts and 
oceans, passing hand to hand… to him.

Benjamin wasn’t alone.

Xue’s face shone. One of her hairsticks had 
given way, leaving a coil of black to sway in the 
smoky wind. Her dress was a ruin of ash and 
splinters.

Benjamin rushed to her. ‘Xue! My hands, look 
at them. It’s a miracle. I’ll draw your portrait. 
Look.’

Xue stepped towards him, dreamy-eyed, and 
for one gleaming moment Benjamin thought to 
ask her to marry him. He could take her away 
from the city, build them a home somewhere 
green and bright with a studio for him and a 
nursery for her and their dark-haired children. 
He put his steady hands on her shoulders. 
He had the little star. There was nothing that 
couldn’t be fixed now.

With a hard tug against the suction, Xue slid 
the long shaft of her hairstick free from the soft 
place below Benjamin’s ribs.

Benjamin looked down. Xue was serenely 
scissoring two fingers inside him, opening up the 
layers of clothing and muscle to delve into the 
cavity within. A soft pop and a glassy glitter. His 
precious trinket in her slippery hands.

Xue wiped the Lime Street crimson down her 
dress. ‘She doesn’t want you,’ she said.
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Author Interview -  Peter Haynes

Author Interview -  Peter Haynes

Peter Haynes is a BSFA-nominated fiction 
writer. Hailing from the wilds of Devon, he 

currently lives in Birmingham, UK. His debut 
novel, The Willow By Your Side, will be published 

by Unsung Stories in November 2018.

Read about Peter Haynes’s novel here: 

You can follow Peter on Twitter @ManOfZinc.

FH: When did you first realize you wanted 
to be a writer?

Simply put, when I realized that the words 
weren’t going to stop coming. Writing is a course 
correction of sorts: I was a media and theatre 
student but had to give it up because of long-
term illness. I guess the creative spark can be 
stamped down by little diversions (like having to 
earn money, for instance) but not extinguished 
completely. 

FH: How long have you been writing?

As a hobby I began maybe ten or fifteen years 
ago. As a submitting author who wanted to take 
the whole show more seriously and who actually 
saw it as both desirable and possible to be ‘out 
there,’ about five years.

FH: How long does it take you to write a 
book?

Once I’d settled on the main beats, the first 
draft of The Willow By Your Side took about a 
year. Where more research is required or more 
thought given to background information, that 
time can stretch out considerably.

FH: What is the most difficult part of your 
process?

The biggest challenge is getting going and 
powering through the first, say, 20,000 words 
to get the plot revved up and the characters 
out and interacting with each other. I’m trying 
to adopt a more focused-yet-free-wheeling 
approach to the opening chapters, just to get the 
feeling of genuine progress a bit sooner in the 
process. Self-imposed deadlines can help with 
that. 

FH: What was the first thing you wrote? 
Has it ever been read by others?

The first thing I wrote was probably a very 
self-absorbed analysis of the drudgery of 
commuting. The actual document file probably 
exists now only as fragmentary bytes on the 
platter of some landfill hard drive. 

FH: Who are your influences when writing?

Much depends on what I’m working on. I tend 
to read away from what I am writing to avoid 
over-saturation. My working influences tend to 
come more from images (art, photographs), long 
walks, and music. I really enjoy reading other 
writers’ music playlists. Getting in a good music 
zone is very important. 

FH: What was one of the most surprising 
things you learned while creating your book?

That I could actually write 80,000 words of 
coherent, related material. It felt impossible 
before, but of course, everything’s impossible 
until it isn’t.

http://www.unsungstories.co.uk/willow-by-your-side/
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FH: Have you experienced writer’s block?

No, though I have experienced many cases of 
Writer’s Can’t Be Bothered and Writer’s Dammit 
This Isn’t Working I’ll Watch A Film Instead.

FH: Traditional or Self Publishing and why?

My debut novel will be published by 
independent SF/Weird imprint Unsung Stories. 
I submitted to Unsung via their open-door and 
was very happy to get a positive response from 
the publisher. They seemed to absolutely get 
what I was going for and I’m very happy to be 
working with them.

FH: Do you get much moral support from 
family and friends?

Support and advice from friends who are also 
writers is invaluable, and having to deliver to a 
critique circle can help with those deadlines too.

FH: What is your ultimate goal as an 
author?

It would be nice to sell enough books to allow 
my publisher to continue doing what they’re 
doing – independent presses are vital in offering 
opportunities to those who feel they’re writing at 
the edge of accepted publishing patterns. More 
power to them. Also, for my next novel to be 
published, and the one after that, and…

FH: Do you want each of your books to 
stand on their own, or are you trying to build 
a body of work with connections between 
each book?

Any connection between my debut and 
any further novel-length work is likely to be 
thematic rather than locational or by revisiting 
characters. But who knows? Sequel isn’t a dirty 
word around these parts, so I’ll never say never.

FH: What is your ideal book?

One where I’m not constantly checking what 
page number I’m on.

FH: What is your favorite book and who is 
your favorite author?  

It’s impossible to pick a favorite, but I try to 
read either Dan Simmons’s Hyperion or Walter 
M. Miller’s A Canticle for Leibowitz once a year if 
I can.

FH: What draws you to their work and how 
have they influenced your writing?

I enjoy Hyperion for the top-flight world-
building, Canticle for the darkly humorous 
reminder that humanity is doomed to repeat its 
mistakes and that we hardly ever learn from the 
past.

FH: If you were to write a book in a genre 
totally out of your comfort zone, what would 
that genre be?

Mills & Boon romance novels – I understand 
they give you a guidebook for the formula and it 
pays quite well!

FH: Do you have any new releases coming 
up? What, and when?

My debut novel The Willow By Your Side will 
be published by Unsung Stories in November 
2018. Willow is a historical fantasy about the 
dark places in the British landscape and the 
pain families can inflict upon themselves.

FH: What advice would you give to any 
aspiring authors out there? 

Find the images or themes that either or make 
your hairs stand on end or put a hot angry 
wire in your veins – channel them. Don’t give 
up. Nothing guarantees failure better than not 
trying.
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When people shed their skin every seven years, 
it’s just a fact of life that we will cast off all the 

attachments of our old life. And when our loves are 
part of us, those memories of love can be bought, if 

you know the right people.

Introducing the new drug, Suscutin, that will prevent 
the moult. Now you can keep your skin forever. Now 

you never need to change who you are.

But it’s not so simple for celebrity bodyguard Rose 
Allington, who suffers from a rare disease. Her moults 
come quickly, changing everything about her life, who 

she is, who she loves.

Meanwhile, her former client, superstar actor 
Max Black, is hooked on Suscutin, because he knows 
moulting could lose him everything. When one of his 
skins is stolen, and the theft is an inside job, he needs 
the best who ever worked for him on the job - even if 

she’s not the same person.

The Loosening Skin peels away the layers of these 
stories, exploring our definitions of love, sex and 

friendship, and what it means to love.

2005. Pills. 

Some people burn love and some people bury 
it. Some keep it locked up, or push it far under 
the bed. Some sell it.

The awards ceremony is over and Max didn’t 
win. 

That is fine with him. ‘It wasn’t my best work,’ 
he says into the phone, on the drive to Sussex. 
He sprawls in the back of the limo, beside me. 
‘I can do better. I want to feel like I earned it. 
I might try directing.’ Then he shrugs, and 
says, ‘Well, yeah, I know. But I can’t run away 
from Daddy’s shadow forever.’ He has long 
conversations on the phone with his psychiatrist 
about his father, and what it means to be a 
success in a world where money no longer has 
meaning.  

When he puts the phone down I tell him, ‘You 
did deserve it. You just didn’t get it. Different 
things.’ We squeeze hands.

Awards. Weights and measures, women and 
men, prizes and parties and perfection. It’s late, 
and I’ve watched Max all day in a professional 
capacity. Now I can watch him in my own time, 
and he is a sight in that suit, the lines cut sharp 

over his shoulders, the shirt so white; I want 
him, and so much more than that. Chemistry 
is one way of describing it, but underneath that 
there is love. I don’t care what the science books 
say; love doesn’t only have to be as deep as this 
layer of skin. It can survive. When it feels like 
this it must survive.

At the house, Max walks ahead of me to the 
bedroom, and I follow with my eyes on nothing 
but him. He knows it. He loses the jacket and 
throws it over the tall Greek vase. He strips 
the bow tie from around his neck and drapes it 
on the frame of the Pissarro. The cufflinks he 
deposits on the neon fish tank. It’s a running 
joke that this estate of his, decorated by some 
professional idiot, should belong to a Columbian 
drug lord. 

He stops at the double doors and raises his 
eyebrows at me. I put my hands in his hair to 
muss it, to shake out the public and make a 
private mess for myself. 

‘Did you see Billy’s face when Tom won? He’s 
such a bad actor, he couldn’t even hide it for one 
close-up. I hope the camera caught it.’

‘Your look was good.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Do it now,’ I tell him. He likes me to give him 
commands, sometimes. 

He makes the losing face, giving it a hint of the 
best man won, and I laugh. 

‘You’re too good,’ I tell him. ‘I’ll go shoot the 
others and get that award for you.’

‘I’m so glad I employ you,’ he says. He fiddles 
with the top button of his shirt. ‘These are so 
small. Jesus, help, I’m trapped in this thing.’

But talk of the job has cut through the come-
ons. ‘I’ve got to do a sweep first.’

‘And bring the meds.’

‘Bloody Americans, with your meds. Pills, love, 
we’ve got to take the pills.’

‘So do it.’

‘I am!’
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‘So go.’

To show him that I can, I walk away, but he 
knows he owns me. He has since Paris, the city 
of love, where the skin traders lurk on every 
corner from the dingy market stalls on the 
banks of the Seine to the Galleries Lafayette. 
Love comes in all price ranges.

No, not Paris in my thoughts now – I need a 
clear head. I bring out my baton from the inside 
pocket of my jacket. It puts my brain in the right 
place to make my sweep. From room to room, 
quick and quiet. I go outside for a word with the 
perimeter guard. Mike’s on tonight, monitoring 
the screens from the booth by the main gate. 
He’s good; he’s a safe pair of hands. After our 
conversation I stand on the gravel driveway and 
look west, out over the Downs, and all the land 
Max owns. These are protected grounds where 
a deer herd is managed, and three full-time 
rangers ride their quad bikes like it’s a racing 
track. I raised it with Max once and he said, ‘I’m 
getting an easy ride, so why shouldn’t they?’

I get it. I really do. But the people that feed 
on him make me angry. I make myself angry, 
sometimes, for being yet another parasite. But 
not tonight. The stars are out and the cold slice 
of the air upon my lips makes me want him 
more.

So I go back into the house and fetch the pills 
in the bathroom that’s the size of my Aunt’s 
bungalow in Bristol. The pills are orange and 
tiny; they’re another reminder of Paris. The guy 
who sold them to us looked over his shoulder 
the entire time. He didn’t open the envelope 
to check the money Max gave him. He just 
pocketed it and scuttled back into the shadows 
of the Sacre Coeur. I suppose he thought he 
knew where he could find Max if he’d been 
ripped off. The whole world thinks it knows 
where it can find Max.

Only I know where to find Max right now. 
Through the cream double doors, and he is 
laid out on the four-poster bed with black silk 
sheets. Ridiculous, and mouthwatering.

I hand him a pill, and we swallow them down 
together.

The bodies, bodies together, are not love. Sex 
is not love, and I am not stupid. But we were 
in love before there was sex between us and 
surely that means something. It had built to 
something real before there was even that first 
tentative kiss. The body is just the instrument 

of the emotion; how can it be only in those cells 
and nowhere else? I’m overcomplicating this so 
I take off my clothes and leave the baton on the 
bedside table. I fold each article carefully before 
placing it on the ornate chair that must be worth 
more than a hundred skins.

‘Any time,’ Max says.

‘You’ll keep.’

‘I’m too tired tonight.’

‘Yeah yeah.’

He fakes a snore. His eyes are closed. We 
know this game. I tiptoe, and pounce. He’s ready 
for me, he wraps me up, he says, ‘I love you,’ on 
an exhalation, like the words escape from inside 
him. ‘Let me,’ he says, and we roll so I’m lying 
on my front and he can stroke my back. He likes 
to touch more than to be touched. He makes 
love, breathes his love upon me. I feel it. As the 
moments pass, I feel it in every place where he 
puts his fingers and his mouth. 

‘Tell me about your first kiss,’ he says.

I shake my head against the pillow.

‘Just give me something. Some piece of you.’

He begs me on the bad nights, but I won’t 
ruin this with the past. ‘I do give you everything. 
Everything that’s right here and now is yours.’

‘I feel like I don’t know you.’

‘You know me,’ I tell him. ‘You’re in me.’

Afterwards, he sleeps, and my skin starts to 
itch.

My skin is loosening. 

It’s starting to fall away.

I get up. 

This can’t be happening, it wasn’t meant 
to happen, the pills – a last hope – to the 
bathroom, for more pills, and I take one, then 
two, then all of them in mechanical movements. 
I don’t know if I’m trying to stop the process or 
stop myself from moving on. 
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I lie down on the tiles, so warm from the 
underfloor heating. It’s easy to be still. The 
sensation of itchiness builds as my top layer 
of skin separates, starting around my stomach 
until it is a loose flap in which fluid moves, like 
a blister. It’s so quick this time. The need to 
scratch cannot be ignored any more. The pills do 
nothing, I have to face that now; they neither kill 
me nor save me. What a waste of money. What a 
waste.

I rub myself against the tiles in a frenzy of 
itching until the skin splits, spilling forth fluid, 
and I can wriggle free of it. Then I know no more 
until morning.

*

I wake to find Max standing over me. 

‘The meds didn’t work,’ he says.

He holds out a hand that I don’t take. I lie 
still. From the corner of my eye I can see my old 
skin, beside me, light and delicate as a shroud. I 
touch it, and for a moment I feel last night, and 
all the nights back to Paris and before.

I stop touching it. I look up at Max, naked 
Max, the film star; so many people would pay for 
this view. I wish he was wearing some clothes. I 
wish we both were.

‘We should get dressed,’ I say, and that is 
enough to give it all away.

‘Oh shit, Rosie,’ he says. He crouches down 
beside me and strokes my face while I wonder 
how long I have to let him.   

2003. In Training. 

Rose, alone, ran after the bobbing ponytail 
and implacable back of the instructor in the 
distance. Her breathing wouldn’t fall naturally 
with the timing of her feet and the pain built 
quickly in her lungs and calves. Perhaps it was 
the uneven ground that made it so much harder 
than it should have been. Squashing the reedy 
grass underfoot, tramping down nettles, she 
kept going, wishing she’d worn long jogging 
trousers rather than shorts.

When the instructor – Petra – came to a 
sudden halt, Rose’s pride stopped her from 

dropping to the ground. She bent over, put 
her hands on her knees. Her legs were freely 
decorated with white welts and fine red 
scratches. She sucked in air, over and over. 
The day was cold but she didn’t feel it, only the 
awareness of it, the wind careering around her, 
unable to touch the warmth inside.

‘I thought you said you kept yourself pretty 
fit?’ said the instructor, through measured 
breaths.

Rose straightened up. ‘It’s the ground.’ Back in 
the direction they had come, the disused airbase 
was no longer visible. 

‘City running.’

‘It’ll get better.’

Petra slid a hand along the dark length of 
her ponytail, pulling the weight of it over one 
shoulder. ‘You don’t need to do that. Make 
excuses. I’m not your boss.’

‘Okay,’ said Rose.

‘This isn’t my job, I mean. I just help Phin out 
sometimes, and he helps me out. In return.’

‘How?’

‘What?’

‘How does he help you out?’

Petra shook her head. The ponytail bounced. 
She looked like the perfect image of a personal 
trainer: so upright, so together.  ‘You’re ex-RAF, 
right? Then a bouncer.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And now about to become a bodyguard.’ She 
opened and closed her fingers in bursts. ‘To Max 
Black, no less. It’s a good gig.’

‘Right.’ Rose looked along the line of the 
hedgerow, into the indiscernible distance. It 
wasn’t a city. That was all it needed to be, right 
now.

‘I hope you like bodyguarding. I did.’ 

‘You guarded Mr Black?’
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‘No. Some other rich good-looking dream. 
Then I woke up.’

A closer look at Petra’s face showed a hint of 
age, but she was by no means an old woman. 
Still, she wore that soft expression when talking 
of the past.

‘You miss it,’ Rose said.

‘We all move on.’

That, at least, was certain. We all move on. 
Whether we want to or not. 

‘Let’s get back for lunch,’ said Petra, and was 
gone, running at a steady, speedy pace. Rose 
squared her shoulders, sucked in a breath, and 
set off after her.

Later, at Petra’s house, Rose took a hot 
shower and the sensation was of her lassitude 
being washed from her, puddling around her 
feet and circling the plughole. She was fully 
awake for what felt like the first time since 
leaving the RAF. If she ran again now, she would 
do better.

The steam rushed and tumbled from the 
window as soon as she released the catch, and 
the cold poured in to take its place. She looked 
out over the airbase: the empty hangars and the 
silent stretch of the runway, the encroaching 
weeds spotting it all with green. So still, and 
so different from what she was used to. To 
be without people was good, though. To be 
separate, and to have space.

Apart from Petra, who was waiting downstairs 
in the kitchen with a chicken salad sandwich, 
the bread cheap and white, the tomatoes 
overripe and tasty.

‘How long were you a bodyguard?’ Rose asked, 
in between bites.

‘Four years. Then I went into business on my 
own.’

‘Doing what?’

‘You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.’ She 
had changed into a fresh tracksuit, black and 
businesslike. ‘Being a bodyguard opens doors 
to all sorts of worlds. That’s the main thing. You 
meet people. Just don’t fall for any bullshit.’

‘Phineas said the clients were all in the 
entertainment business.’

‘That’s what I mean. It’s all glamour and 
promises. And you’re never on the inside. 
Nobody is, really.’

They ate standing up, with plates on the work 
surface next to the sink. Petra switched on the 
kettle, and the soft, building noise filled the 
room. 

‘It’s so quiet here,’ Rose said.

‘It’s my hideaway. The MOD sold these houses 
off for next to nothing when they closed down 
the base. Old military quarters. Plus nobody’s 
watching the place any more so it’s a perfect 
location for training. It’s not guarded; I cut a 
hole in the fence and I come and go as I want. 
Weapon practice. That stuff. Miles of unused 
ground. Of course, you’ll know most of it 
already. That’s why you only get the week-long 
refresher.’

Rose finished the sandwich. She could have 
eaten another but didn’t know if she should ask. 
To what extent was this, the whole thing, a test?

‘If you could tell me one thing that I should 
know, what would it be?’ 

Petra chewed her mouthful, taking her time, 
and swallowed. ‘At some point, it will end. Tea?’

‘Yes please. Everything does, though.’

‘Not like this does. Leaving you sorry you ever 
got close to it. Almost believing the lie that life 
is so much better for some lucky, beautiful, 
chosen people. And then you end up somewhere 
else, and it all seems like it never happened. So 
remember who you are, down inside. The thing 
that is most you.’

‘Right,’ said Rose.

‘You know what I mean?’

‘Yep.’

‘No you don’t,’ Petra said, as she took down 
two mismatched mugs from a cupboard.

‘No,’ Rose agreed. ‘I don’t.’



17

2013. Stolen skin.

There are sad cases and happy ever after 
stories everywhere, and sometimes there are 
both rolled up in the same skin. 

I told Terence, once, about the Grecian vase, 
the neon fish tank and the award ceremonies. 
That life reflected in his eyes, a sparkling dream, 
and he said, ‘You had it all, then, Rose.’ Then 
the glitter faded. The smell of second-hand 
clothes kicked into his nostrils once more, and 
his mind couldn’t put the two together. I saw it 
so clearly, the moment when he decided I was 
pulling his leg.

‘Good one,’ he said. ‘Good one.’ He went back 
to sorting out the contents of the bin bags.

The Skin Disease Centre makes a good 
amount in charitable donations from this little 
shop. It’s set up in the far corner of the reception 
area, behind the rows of plastic chairs, and we 
squeeze as much as we can on to the racks and 
shelves: clothes, books, trinkets and teacups. 
The back room is piled even higher with items 
waiting to be given the chance to sell; my hand 
gets tired with pricing it all with the ancient 
sticker gun. Ten pence for this coaster, a pound 
for that cardigan.

But hey, it’s just a tired hand attached to a 
tired body. It’s not fatal. When you fall a long 
way for a long time and a cushion provides a soft 
landing, you don’t complain that it smells bad 
and has had six previous owners. That last job 
should have been the end of me, but here I am. 

That’s why it’s not right that he should come 
walking in, eight years after I shed him, looking 
like he’s too good for the place. Which he is. 

‘Max Black,’ I say. ‘Superstar.’

‘Still just Max to you.’ He smiles.

‘Not to the rest of the world.’ He walks on 
water, and everything turns to liquid around 
him for his ease. It ripples to his touch. So many 
words, so much adoration, for the actor turned 
director. I read on a gossip website that he was 
making a film about the Stuck Six. ‘Were you 
just passing?’

He browses, actually browses, a circular rail of 
men’s shirts. ‘Something like that.’

‘Sussex and Lincolnshire must have got closer 
together since the last time I checked. You are 
still in Sussex?’

He hesitates, then nods. He picks a tartan 
shirt from the rail, with frayed cuffs and collar, 
and fingers the sleeve.

‘That crazy house,’ I muse. 

‘I timed this for lunch,’ he says. ‘Let me take 
you to lunch.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you loved me once.’

That was the last thing I expected him to say. 
I’m aware of Terence’s attention, ears pricking 
up, in the back room. I get this vision of him 
leaning forward over a bin bag of clothes, 
straining to catch every word. He’s so young, 
only one skin out of school.

‘Terence,’ I call. ‘Can you watch the shop for 
an hour?’

No reply.

I pull open the curtain and find him just as I 
imagined, except the bin bag contains romantic 
novels, the covers dog-eared and shiny.

‘Terence.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Hold the fort.’

‘Yeah,’ he says. But he’s not looking at me. 
He’s looking behind me, at Max Black, and his 
sparkling eyes are saying - it was true. It was all 
true.

The Loosening Skin will be published by 
Unsung Stories in October 2018. Find us at 

www.unsungstories.co.uk

http://www.unsungstories.co.uk
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Author Interview -  Oliver Langmead

Author Interview -  Oliver 
Langmead

Oliver Langmead was born in Edinburgh and 
lives in Glasgow. He is a doctoral candidate at 
the University of Glasgow, researching ways of 
writing about space and ecology through fiction 
and verse. His first book, Dark Star, featured 
in the Guardian’s Best Books of 2015, and his 

second book, Metronome, was published by 
Unsung Stories in 2017.

Please, introduce yourself for those who are 
unfamiliar with your work.

I’m Oliver Langmead, and I’m an author and 
poet based in Glasgow. I had my first book 
published a few years ago, called Dark Star, 
and I had my second book published last year, 
called Metronome. I’m also currently a doctoral 
researcher in Creative Writing at the University 
of Glasgow.

Your two books are very different from 
each other. Dark Star is science fiction 
written in verse, and Metronome is fantasy 
written in prose. What’s it like writing in 
such contrasting forms?

I love writing both prose and poetry. When I 
write prose, and poetry, it feels like I’m using 
different parts of my mind; prose is like painting 
on an endless canvas, while verse is like putting 
together a mosaic. To that end, Dark Star and 
Metronome feel miles away from each other; 
they have very little in common. Some have 
commented that I am something of a visual 
author when it comes to both, though, which I 
quite like. Imagery is important to me, and it’s 
probably something that comes out in all of my 
work no matter the form.

As for science fiction and fantasy – the two 
don’t feel as far apart to me as poetry and prose. 
They take similar amounts of research and 
imagination to write. I think, as a reader, I am 
much more of a fan of fantasy, but in practice 
there is a lot of crossover. I sometimes think 
that the world would be a better place if we 
dispensed with the divide altogether and just 
called it all speculative fiction.

Last year, you graduated with a masters 
in Fantasy. What does a masters in Fantasy 
actually entail?

I was indeed lucky enough to get offered a 
place at the University of Glasgow’s Fantasy 
masters which, so far as I’m aware, is still the 
only masters in the world devoted exclusively to 
fantasy. The best way I can describe it is that 
it’s a focussed branch of English Literature – 
so, it involves a lot of thinking about literary 
criticism, applied to a genre with an enormous 
heritage. The core of the course is divided up 
into two parts: pre-Tolkien, and post-Tolkien, 
which should give you a pretty good idea of how 
much of an influence he had on the genre. I 
recommend anyone with an academic interest in 
fantasy to check it out!

Your first two books have been published 
first by Unsung Stories, and they recently 
featured a story by you in their 2084 
anthology. What’s it been like working so 
closely with an independent publisher?

Unsung are very brave, I think. Brave enough 
to publish a long form science fiction poem, and 
brave enough to publish my strange, flawed 
fantasy odyssey to follow it up. I think that if 
more publishers were as brave as Unsung, then 
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the literary world would be a lot more of an 
interesting place. I hope that they continue to 
consider more unusual works, like mine, and 
I look forward to reading everything that they 
put out in the future. I’ve just finished Malcom 
Devlin’s You Will Grow Into Them, and it’s one 
of the best short story collections I’ve read in 
years, and I’m not sure that it would have found 
a better publisher than with Unsung.

Apart from You Will Grow Into Them, what 
have you been reading recently? Anything 
you would recommend?

Every now and then I go on a Terry Pratchett 
binge, and I’ve just been through one last 
month. It was great. His books are so re-
readable! Otherwise, I’ve just finished Joe 
Haldeman’s The Forever War, which was an 
extraordinary look at war and time dilation, and 
I’m just getting stuck in to Michelle Paver’s Dark 
Matter, because I felt like a good ghost story and 
it’s been recommended to me by two different 
people separately, which is always a good sign. 
I think if I had to recommend anything from 
my recent reading, then it would be something 
non-fiction. I recently read Frank White’s The 
Overview Effect, and it really opened my mind 
to how affecting it is for astronauts to go into 
space. Being able to see the whole world, all at 
once, changes a person’s perspective for the 
better, by all accounts. It’s something I want 
to explore more, especially through my own 
writing.

You said that you were a doctoral 
researcher in Creative Writing – what does 
that involve? What are you researching?

I’m enrolled in the DFA programme at the 
University of Glasgow, which means that in 
a couple of years, when I graduate, I will be a 
doctor in fine art. When people ask me about 
it, I tell them that it means I’ll be a doctor of 
books, and that they can bring me their sick 
books to diagnose. The DFA thesis actually 
involves writing a long piece of creative work, 
accompanied by a shorter critical work, and my 
own piece involves science fiction and poetry. 
I’m researching ways of writing about ecology 
through verse, and it’s being expressed as a 
long-form science fiction adaptation of John 

Milton’s Paradise Lost. Maybe, when I’m done, 
someone might like to publish it – keep an eye 
out!

Aside from your research, are you working 
on anything else right now?

I am actually currently writing a new fantasy 
novel, unrelated to my previous work. It’s taking 
me a lot longer than usual, which has its ups 
and downs – it’s easy to get frustrated when a 
book takes so long to come together, but the 
end result is usually worth all the effort. I think 
I’m about halfway through it at the minute, but 
I quite like writing both a book in prose and 
a book in poetry at the same time. As I wrote 
above – the two different forms feel like they use 
different parts of my mind, so it’s as if I can take 
a break from one or the other and try something 
different when I go through a rough patch. As 
with my doctoral project – keep an eye out! 
I’m still a way from finishing, but I will finish 
eventually, and hopefully someone will like it 
enough to publish it.

Thank you for taking the time to answer 
our questions. How can we keep track of what 
you’re up to?

I’m a bit rubbish, in that I don’t really use 
much in the way of social media. But I do 
have a website, at oliverlangmead.com, and I 
recommend following Unsung Stories as well, 
who are on the likes of Twitter and Facebook 
and the such. Thanks for having me!

http://oliverlangmead.com
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Nautilus
Malcolm Devlin

Dear Santa, 

For Christmas this year, please may I have a 
robot dog?

When I was little, I used to watch a TV show 
about a kid who lived on a spaceship and his 
best friend was a robot dog and they loved 
each other very much and got up to all sorts of 
adventures. I don’t remember it really well, but 
I do remember it didn’t look like a real dog – it 
looked more like a broken rocking horse with 
cup holders for ears and it didn’t ever bark, it 
just beeped and whistled every now and then 
because that’s the sort of thing robots said in TV 
programmes back then. But everyone called it a 
dog and everyone treated it like a dog, so it was 
sort of a dog.

Mummy says I can’t have a real dog even 
though I asked her for one nicely. 

She says a real dog would be hard to care for. 
And she says she doesn’t know where we would 
get one from anyway. Mr Brisker says it would 
be a bad idea because a real dog would pee all 
over the electronics in the control room and 
that would be awful because it might make the 
ship crash or – worse – it might make everything 
go FTZZ! and WHRR! and make us swerve 
off course completely and end up right in the 
middle of the sun where we’d all burn up until 
there would be nothing left of us at all. 

Judy says a dog would just make the place 
smell really bad. I don’t think that’s worse than 
veering off and ending up in the sun, but then 
Judy doesn’t seem to care about that any more.

Judy spends a lot of time crying. I don’t know 
what she wants for Christmas but it would be 

nice if you could bring her something to stop her 
crying. She’s often saying she wishes that Teddy 
were here, so I think she must miss her teddy 
even though she’s much older than me and I 
don’t miss my teddy at all because teddies are 
for babies and I’m not a baby. 

Maybe you could get her a robot dog too? 
Then they could play together, Judy and her 
dog, I mean. Not my dog and her dog. I mean, 
they could be friends and wag their tails at each 
other, but I want to play with my dog. That’s 
why I’m asking for one.

Please.

Mummy used to feel sorry for Judy when 
she cried. She’d sit beside her and put her arm 
around her and she would rock her gently like 
she used to do with me when I was a baby.

‘There, there,’ she’d go.

It didn’t really help Judy and these days, 
Mummy seems a bit sick of her if I’m being 
really honest. 

Mummy would like some books, please. She’s 
read all the ones she brought with her. She’s 
read the lawyer one with the cross on the front 
and she’s read the one about the woman who 
goes back in time to meet people in kilts.

It’s going to take us a really long time to get 
to our new home, so I don’t know why she only 
brought two books with her. When we used to go 
on holiday, she would bring loads of books with 
her and then she’d always buy another one in 
the airport because she said they were special. 
This time, she only packed two for her and three 
for me and I read all of mine ages ago. Two of 
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them are library books but Mr Brisker says we 
can post them back when we land. I do hope we 
don’t get into trouble for sending them back late. 
I’ve read them over and over. So many times. I 
hope they won’t mind that I’d prefer a robot dog 
to reading them again.

That’s the thing with dogs; you can make 
your own stories with them. Because having 
someone to play with is like having someone to 
tell stories with and having a robot dog would be 
like having a billion trillion stories. And being a 
robot dog (and not a real one) would mean that 
none of the stories would be about cleaning up 
all the piss and the poop that real dogs would 
leave behind. 

Also, robot dogs don’t get space-sick.

Mr Brisker gets space-sick sometimes.

I think that’s strange because Mr Brisker is 
a Galactic Navigator First Class, so I’d have 
thought he’d be used to travelling in space by 
now. He says he’s done this trip a billion times. 
He says he has space legs, and he used to walk 
around in a weird way to prove it. ‘Like John 
Wayne,’ he’d say, which I didn’t understand at 
all because I used to go to school with someone 
called John and someone called Wayne, and 
neither of them walked like that. 

Mr Brisker looks a bit thin these days. He 
looks a bit greyer than he used to be. Not his 
hair so much as his face and his hands. But 
he’s still really nice. He’s my favourite person on 
the whole ship, except for Mummy. Except for 
Mummy when she’s being unkind. 

Mr Brisker is the one who tells me all the 
stories about what it’ll be like when we get to 
Mars. He says we’ll all live in this really big city 
that they’ve built under a really big glass dome, 
and there’ll be houses all over it. Streets that 
go up and down and not just forward and back. 
And he says we’ll be able to play low-gravity 
football in the local league, although I haven’t 
told him that I’m not very good at normal 
football yet because I’m a little bit scared he 
won’t talk to me so much if he doesn’t think I’m 
good at sports.

I think Mr Brisker would like a football for 
Christmas. A real one. Sometimes he just 
kicks a tin can about because I think it’s all he 
brought with him. He can dribble it all the way 
from one end of Long Hallway to the other and it 

echoes and pings off the pipes so it sounds like 
he’s dragging a whole load of a scrap metal down 
there. And when he kicks it against the door at 
the far end, the whole place rings and he shouts 
GOAL! and makes crowd sounds with his teeth. 
He sounds really really happy.

He doesn’t do that so much these days. That 
might be because he’s got a bit more space-
sick since then. He spends a lot of time on his 
mattress in the far corner of the main room. 

Or maybe it’s more because Mummy took 
away the tin can because she thought it was 
annoying and she said so. 

‘You make such a racket,’ she says to him. 
‘Someone might hear.’

There are thousands of other people on the 
spaceship but everyone else is asleep, so I don’t 
think they need presents because it probably 
won’t be Christmas when they wake up.

They’re all tucked up in stay-sis units in the 
hold and I have to be really quiet when I go in 
Long Hallway because I’m not supposed to wake 
them up. I’m not allowed to go in the hold. I 
asked Mummy why we weren’t in stay-sis units. 
I told her that on the TV show I used to watch, 
it took ages and ages and ages to fly from one 
planet to another, so we might all be really old 
by the time we actually get to Mars and then 
Mr Brisker wouldn’t be able to play low-gravity 
football at all because he’d probably be walking 
with a stick by then. 

Mummy said that wasn’t important right now 
and that I should just be quiet and not talk 
about such silly things.

Mr Brisker said it was because they needed 
some people to stay awake to keep an eye on 
things and make sure we were all going in the 
right direction so we absolutely weren’t going 
to veer off and end up in the sun or anything. I 
said I thought computers could do that and Mr 
Brisker said that they could but not everyone 
trusted computers after that one in 2001 went 
nuts and killed everyone.
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2001 was way before I was born, so I can’t 
imagine that sort of thing would happen again.

I suppose I do have one question. And that’s 
how you’ll actually get into the spaceship at 
all? I mean we don’t have a chimney here, and 
we’re not on Earth any more. We all sleep on 
mattresses in the main room, so I don’t know if I 
have anywhere I can hang a stocking.

Can your sleigh travel through space? Given 
that there are all those people on Mars already, 
I guess it’ll have to. Unless moving to Mars is 
something you think is naughty.

Do your reindeer have space suits like Mr 
Brisker’s? They probably look a bit better than 
Mr Brisker’s space suit only reindeer shaped. He 
only wears his suit when he goes out through 
the Big Door to do his checks but I think it’s 
kind of tatty and old and doesn’t look anything 
like the space suits from the TV show I used to 
watch. It’s much thinner like it’s almost made 
out of paper, and the helmet is just like a big 
funny hood with a big window in it. 

It’s also mostly stuck together with parcel tape 
and I’m not sure how safe that is.

Mummy says that if he had taken better care 
of it, Mr Brisker probably wouldn’t be getting so 
sick right now. Sometimes I think Mummy can 
be awfully unkind about people. I don’t think it’s 
Mr Brisker’s fault he has such an old space suit.

He says it came with the ship. And he slaps 
the wall with his hand when he talks about the 
ship. ‘Bang bang,’ he says.

Mummy always seems to get angry with Mr 
Brisker when he talks to me about the spaceship 
or about Mars or about what we need to do 
to stop us from going FTZZ! and WHRR! and 
veering off into the sun. Mr Brisker says that 
would be really bad and Judy agrees with him.

‘Like being hit by a bomb,’ she says and 
everyone says SHUT UP JUDY and she starts 
crying again.

Sometimes, when Mr Brisker’s been telling 
me things, Mummy takes him away into the 
cupboard in Long Hallway and I can hear them 
arguing with each other but I can’t hear what 
they say because the cupboard door is all 
thick and echoey they just sound like they’re 
mumbling. Sometimes Mummy just takes him 

into the cupboard in Long Hallway and they 
don’t seem to be talking at all.

Judy never goes into the cupboard. She just 
talks about her teddy all the time. It’s like she 
really doesn’t remember anything else to talk 
about. 

Space travel does that, Mr Brisker says.

Like me, for instance. I wish I could remember 
going into space. It was something I always 
wanted to do when I was really little. I had toy 
rockets and a solar system duvet and pillow 
set and I would have given anything to go up 
into space in a rocket. And I DID. But I don’t 
remember any of it, because Mr Brisker says 
we started off in stay-sis like everyone else 
and sometimes that does funny things to your 
memory. 

Most people lose a good few months, he says. 

So I don’t remember the space centre, I don’t 
remember the stay-sis pod. The last thing I do 
remember before we took off is Mummy waking 
me up at home and putting me in the car, and 
then driving through the night in the cold and 
everyone else driving through the night too. That 
might have been a dream, because it sounds 
all upside down. And there were lights and 
car horns and then there was something with 
Mummy swearing and screaming at the other 
cars and that’s not something she normally 
does. She usually says things like ‘Cheeky’ and 
‘Ooh, you naughty monkey’ to other cars, but in 
my dream she was really going at it with them, 
using all the words from the list of things I’m not 
ever supposed to say. 

I think we went to someone’s house after 
that. Mr Brisker’s house? No. I don’t think we 
knew him then. Only it wasn’t a real house. It 
was all downstairs. Which I suppose was a bit 
odd but I was sleepy at the time or dreaming or 
something. And then we must have gone into 
space but I don’t remember any of that bit. I 
wish I did. I’d have looked out the window to 
see what the world looked like falling away from 
us. It must have been a really nice view, even 
if the G-force would have made my face go all 
ARRGGHHH and EWWWWW and AIEEE.
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If I had a robot dog, I’d take him for walks 
around the spaceship. We could play catch with 
the lawyer book with the cross on the cover 
because I don’t think Mummy is going to read 
that one again. And I could teach him how to sit 
up and roll over and play dead. But mostly we’d 
go on walks around Long Hallway and all the 
long corridors I’m allowed to go into.

Well, I say long corridors. They’re not that long 
to be honest. And they don’t really look like the 
spaceship corridors from the TV show I used to 
watch. They look like they’re made out of painted 
bricks, like the corridors in the school I used to 
go to with John and Wayne and the others. And 
the toilet is tiny and the shower is horrible and 
it’s all smelly because the water doesn’t always 
work and tastes a bit funny. 

Mr Brisker says that technology has come 
on an awful long way since they made the TV 
show I used to watch and now they can make 
spaceships that look like basements. Although 
he didn’t say why anyone would want to do that.

Anyway, Mummy thought it would be a good 
idea for me to write to you. To tell you about 
everything I’m doing and what I’d like for 
Christmas, which seems an awful long way off 
because it’s only March or something. When 
Judy found out Mummy said I should write 
a letter to you, she said she thought it was 
cruel. She says you don’t exist and Mummy’s 
just getting my hopes up. And I went SHUT UP 
JUDY. Mummy’s not THAT unkind. In fact she 
REALLY LOVES me and DOESN’T KNOW WHAT 
SHE’D DO WITHOUT ME. She tells me that 
every night when the lights flicker and we have 

to be quiet because we’re in sleepy space. Every 
night, she says that. No matter what she said 
during the day. 

Anyway, now Judy’s crying again but I don’t 
think it’s my fault.

I asked Mr Brisker if you existed and he said, 
‘Sure, kid. Whatever.’ So I guess you must do 
because Mr Brisker is a Galactic Navigator 
First Class and I think they have to be honest 
about things. Come to think of it, I don’t think 
that adults tell fibs like children do. Why would 
they? They spend so long getting kids not to 
lie, it must be something they grow out of once 
they get to their age. It’s like table manners or 
remembering to clean your teeth. 

Mummy says that people who tell lies would 
end up on your naughty list. And I don’t think 
anyone would want that. 

Thank you very much and Happy Christmas 
when it comes. Please give my regards to Mrs 
Claus and the reindeer.

Yours sincerely,

Stevie.

PS. I could name the dog after you if you like. 
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Chekhov’s Gun
Aliya Whiteley

Bren, standing at the lip of the hole, saw the 
usual green within. Still water was the thought 
that came into her mind, deep and tranquil, 
but she knew that was not the case. The colour 
emanated from an elaborate series of reflective 
surfaces and sensors that translated the current 
state of the Feraponts. It had always, in her 
lifetime and before, been green. 

‘I know you’re in there,’ she called, into the 
hole, because she was alone, and she would not 
see it again for a while.

The hole was officially the Kallach #72 
(Emerald Dormant), roughly rectangular in 
shape and situated in the valley that divided her 
family’s land from the Ferzat Zone. It was one 
of over 1,000 in that area, and also one of the 
largest. Walking around it, which Bren had often 
done in the past, generally took ten minutes. 
The fence erected around it in the days after the 
Emergence had long since collapsed.

Such a beautiful green, as a contrast to the 
red buds of the wild crops that had found their 
way here, the seeds blown from the fields. The 
wind invariably led to this place, and poured 
into the open mouth of the hole; Bren’s hair 
streamed over her shoulder and reached 
towards it.

‘Come out and fight,’ she called. 

No response, of course. She turned her 
attention to the nearest tripod, beside her.

The tripod was not one colour, but many: 
swimming shades, iridescent, oily to the eyes 
and to the touch. The closest leg still bore 
her fingerprints from her last visit. Any touch 
marked the surface black, and it took weeks to 
fade. She didn’t like the marks, but she always 
did touch it anyway, just for that flat, slick 
sensation in her fingertips.

The legs led up to the sky. Far above, they 
joined, and held in place an object that could 
kill a Ferapont. She didn’t know how. She had 
heard the story, of course, from her parents at 
first. When she pressed them on the details the 
words they said became fuzzy, hard to pin down. 
The weapon was a kind of a box that contained 
a certain form of energy. It was a dangerous box. 
A hard box. Small. Heavy. The energy came from 
the air itself. It could not be held, or seen.

Smaller than what? Harder than what? If it 
could not be held, why could a box contain it?

Each farm had its own history, and so Bren 
had used the waylink to quiz others on their 
version of the Emergence. She had ended up 
with at least twenty different versions in her 
head. On some areas they agreed: the great 
cities that had stood upon the many Kallachs 
had all been destroyed; Doctor Chekhov had 
invented the weapons that turned the tide of the 
war; the weapons had been installed above every 
hole to fire automatically if the early warning 
systems turned to white. Everything else was 
changeable, depending on who she talked to. 
Even dates could not be agreed. A long time ago, 
some people said; others said only yesterday, 
really. 

Enough, thought Bren. Enough.

She could become an old woman, waiting for 
the weapons to fire. The farms would continue 
to provide for the cities in their cycle of growth 
and death, and nothing would ever come out of 
that hole. The weapon might never deploy, and 
she had to live. Somehow, she had to get on 
with being alive.

That meant leaving.

She put her hand to the tripod leg and pressed 
her palm against it, hard. When she pulled 
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away, there was her imprint. It would stay, for a 
while.

An old habit – to throw a pebble into the hole. 
It made no sound. It hit no surface, and was 
silently swallowed whole.

*

In Trigar, the nearest city that spoke her 
language, Bren found that the people upon the 
streets had a rhythm in which she did not walk, 
and she was always a few seconds late for her 
tram, which slid down the rails, unbothered, 
without her. 

She had committed to a year-long position 
at the local government office, which employed 
roughly a quarter of Trigar’s population. She 
was part of a small team that were charged with 
the ongoing task of collating the oral history of 
the Emergence; they were always looking for 
people to transcribe and catalogue testimonies. 
It became obvious to her, three weeks into the 
placement, that it was not the right job for her. 
She wanted to find the truth, while all they 
wanted was to record the many lies.

At lunchtime, she would sit at a random table 
in the cafeteria, and try to make friends. The 
other workers smiled and nodded empathetically 
when she told them what she did. Nobody quite 
seemed to believe that the Emergence had 
actually happened, and yet they treated it with 
reverence for that very reason.

‘Our shared belief unites us,’ said the Curator 
in charge of the project on Bren’s first day. ‘We 
should honour it, and honour the way it has 
grown from nothing more than holes in the 
ground. You understand this, I’m sure, coming 
from the farms. Look at how stories grow. They 
are organic.’

Bren did not want the Feraponts to be an 
organic story. 

A family on the Southern side of the Kallach 
#38 had sent in a copy of an heirloom; a long-
kept drawing of a Ferapont, said to have come 
from the time of the Emergence itself. It showed 
a sketch of a tube with no features, and no 
scale. It was, in essence, a worm. Another 
description, found amidst a box of old papers in 
a retirement home, described – once translated 
– a beak that snapped, and deafened those that 
heard it for miles around. Bren pictured a giant 

worm with a sharp, slicing beak, thrashing and 
crawling and ripping people in two.

Why did she imagine such things? What 
did it matter if she never saw a Ferapont? She 
felt isolated, lonely. Nobody else, not even her 
colleagues who worked alongside her in the oral 
history department, seemed to care.

But then she saw the leaflet for the group.

*

The first meeting she attended was in a café 
that backed on to Chekhov Park. That flat green 
space of unused fertile land bothered her; she 
wanted to plant things in it. There were signs 
that forbade people from even setting foot upon 
it, in order to preserve its perfection.

She stayed quiet, alternating her gaze between 
the grass and the other five members of the 
group. One man, older than the others, talked 
loudly of how the Feraponts were a government 
conspiracy to keep all the cities united, fearing a 
common enemy that did not exist.

‘They do exist,’ said another man, quietly. 
He was roughly her age, she guessed, and 
looked as if he generally worked hard to stay 
in the background of any social situation. His 
face registered momentary surprise at his own 
outburst.

‘Yes,’ said Bren. ‘They do exist.’

From then on she attended the group meetings 
regularly, but only to speak to him, if she was 
honest. Ray, the older man, continued his rants, 
and they rolled eyes at each in a friendly way.

After the third meeting they walked back to 
the tram together, and missed it, of course.

‘What made you come along?’ he asked, during 
a long slow stroll back to her apartment in the 
government complex.

‘I saw a leaflet on the cafeteria notice board. 
FTS. Ferapont Truth Seekers.’ She smiled with 
embarrassment, and he smiled back, so she 
told him of how she had grown up next to one 
of the holes, and he told her of his first school 
trip to that same hole, her hole. He described 
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an overwhelming excitement that had turned to 
frustration, and then to despondency. ‘I knew it 
was in there,’ he said, and she understood him 
with a depth of feeling that took her by surprise. 
‘How can people live, knowing those things are 
in there? That they could kill us all, at any time? 
We put our faith in the tripods and we don’t 
even understand them, do we?’

‘I always thought somebody, somewhere did,’ 
she said. ‘I just had to find them.’

But now she wondered if she hadn’t been 
looking for somebody else instead; somebody 
who didn’t understand in the same way that she 
didn’t understand.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Walther,’ he said.

They reached her apartment, and she invited 
him in.

*

At the end of the year-long placement Bren 
applied to make the job permanent, and was 
accepted. ‘We’re delighted to have you for a little 
longer,’ said the Curator. 

In truth, the job soothed her on some days 
and irritated her on others. If she read too many 
wildly different reports in one sitting, she would 
go home and be cutting to Walther, but generally 
she was calm, and they got along without 
problems. He drew Feraponts in his spare time, 
working from her suggestions, and sold them to 
cult magazines that were filled with make-believe 
about heroes and heroines taking on Feraponts 
single-handed.

Occasionally some of the FTS members talked 
about doing something to raise awareness of 
the government’s manipulations, but it never 
seemed to come to anything. There was a 
drought in the South so the group raised funds 
for that instead, running sponsored laps around 
the edge of the green space in the centre of the 
park without once setting foot upon it.

*

On one of their regular trips back to the farm, 
Bren and Walther visited the hole. They took a 
packed lunch, so they could spend the day.

‘What do you think?’ she said. 

‘I’m not against the idea.’ He was so close to 
one of the tripod legs that he could have touched 
it, but he did not. He never had, so far. Once 
he had explained how he feared the experience 
would overwhelm him; it was enough to see her 
touch it instead. ‘Your parents do look tired. And 
we all get on.’

‘You won’t get bored out here?’

‘Probably. I get bored in the city. Why should it 
be different here? Besides… ’ He gestured to the 
hole. ‘We’d have this close by. We’ll always have 
this.’

Bren threw a pebble into the hole as she 
considered. The green was constant, and 
soothing.

So they moved back to the farm, to help her 
parents with the work as they got older, and 
although some days she missed her job and 
some days she snapped at Walther, the feelings 
of frustration they continued to share did not 
grow, or lessen. Perhaps, she thought, this is life. 
This is what being an adult is. Not finding your 
answers, but learning to live with the questions.

*

Late in the pregnancy, Bren decided she 
wanted one last visit to the hole as a couple. 
Walther laid out a rug near the closest tripod 
leg, and she sat there while he unpacked the 
picnic, and passed her a cold drink. 

‘Here,’ he said. ‘You want a sandwich?’

She had heartburn, but she always had 
it whether she ate or not; it had become an 
inescapable fact of her life and sometimes she 
didn’t believe that it would ever go away, even 
after the baby was born.

‘Go on then,’ she said.

She nibbled at it and rested her free hand on 
her bump, feeling the vibrations of the baby’s 
movements through her skin. 

The vibrations intensified. She realised they 
were not coming from inside her, but up through 
the ground in a pulsating, regular beat. Her 
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thighs trembled with the force of them; the red 
buds shook upon their stems.

‘Walt,’ she said.

But he was facing away from her. He pointed 
to the hole.

‘Look,’ he said.

It was, without any warning at all, white.

The vibrations strengthened. The picnic 
jumped upon the blanket. Bren struggled to her 
feet, and saw only the delicate, creamy texture. 
It was nothing like she had imagined it would 
be. The white was thick, soupy, and it swirled 
within the hole, as if it was being stirred, deep, 
deep down. 

‘It’s coming,’ said Walther. 

Not now, not now, she thought. Perhaps she 
was saying it, because Walther came to her, and 
was saying, ‘What? What?’ directly into her face, 
and then there was a click high above them, 
and a release of pressure that made her ears 
pop. The creamy swelling of white cleared, and 
returned to a calm green.

‘What?’ Walther said, once more, and fell 
silent.

It began to rain.

‘The weapon,’ said Bren. ‘It fired.’

Walther shook his head.

‘It activated.’

‘No, it—’

‘It fired. The weapon fired.’ She walked to the 
closest tripod leg and put her hand upon it. It 
did not feel different. When she took her hand 
away, her mark remained. Everything was the 
same, but altered, as if the position of her eyes 
in her head had changed. She was looking at it 
differently, and she didn’t know what it meant.

‘It fired,’ said Walther. ‘It really fired. We have 
to tell people.’

‘No.’

‘What?’

‘Stop saying that,’ she snapped.

‘We have to tell people,’ he repeated. He 
started packing the picnic things away, and 
gathered up the blanket. She did not share his 
urgency. Instead she felt emptied. The weapon 
had fired. Things were changed. 

‘Come on!’ said Walther. ‘We should spread 
the word. People need to know what happened.’ 
He was positively enthusiastic.

*

The next time Bren visited Kallach #72 
(Emerald Active) she found herself behind a new 
perimeter fence that enclosed the hole and the 
tripod legs. 

‘Are you okay?’ said Walther, for what felt like 
the hundredth time.

‘Stop fussing.’

So many people. People for miles, people 
clinging to the fence and clinging to each other, 
jostling, chanting, holding up signs, or recording 
devices, or their children. And more people 
arriving in vehicles that trundled endlessly 
along the artificial road that the government had 
already placed on the valley floor. Officials were 
everywhere, with green armbands and hats. 
They directed, admitted, controlled.

The baby shifted inside her. She was a week 
late, and should not really be out. But when she 
heard what was happening, she had to come.

A woman standing close by, also keeping a 
distance from the crowd, was talking fast into a 
waylink. 

‘… this phenomenon has become a beacon 
to so many, who come here because they must 
see for themselves. They gather and ask the 
questions to which we all want answers. Is 
it true? they ask. Is it true that the Kallachs 
turned to white, and the Chekhov guns fired?’

How very certain the woman sounded; certain 
that her own voice was important amidst the 
noises of this place. Bren moved away, and 
Walther followed, fussing around her. They 
walked slowly along, looking at the sea of 
vehicles on one side and the shanty town of 
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tents on the other. Some were pitched upon 
the closest grazing field, that was owned by her 
farm. Walther had already contacted officials 
about possible compensation.

‘Look,’ he said.

She followed his gaze, and saw a large 
bedsheet stretched between two long sticks, 
held aloft amidst a tight-knit group who were 
chanting. Painted upon the sheets were the 
words:

Ferapont Truth Seekers

*Don’t believe the lies*

‘Crazy,’ said Bren. They drew closer and 
recognised a few faces, including Tom, the older 
man who had, in a strange way, brought them 
together years ago. They clasped hands and 
listened to the chanting.

‘Don’t believe! Don’t believe!’

Neither of them suggested saying hello. They 
carried on walking.

A cry went up; people surged forward, and 
then there was screaming nearby, so close, so 
loud. Bren put her hands to her ears, and felt a 
hard shove against her back. Walther grabbed 
her under her arm, and held her upright until 
she found her footing. Everyone was rushing to 
the fence, but it was impossible to see what was 
happening there.

‘Ferapont,’ she whispered.

The crowd gathered strongly in front of her, 
and then parted as officials swept in from her 
left in an organised stream, moving fast to the 
fence. A section had fallen down, she realised. 
People were through the gap and running for the 
hole, sprinting at speed. The first few reached it, 
did not stop running. They fell into it, and were 
gone. A collective sound of release emanated 
from the crowd. Others moved in front of her, 
blocking her view once more.

‘No no no,’ Walther was shouting at them 
all. He steered her away, although she would 
have stayed. Everyone’s face was distorted into 
emotions she could not recognise: fear, pleasure, 
awe, all looked the same in their stretched 
mouths and eyes.

Surely, now, the Feraponts would come. 
Surely they would come. If she could have 
dropped to her knees and prayed to them, she 
would have, but Walther was implacable. He 
kept her moving away from the hole, away from 
the crowd, until the noises had diminished and 
she remembered who she was once more.

He sat her down, and crouched beside her. 
The crowd, from a distance, seemed more 
orderly. Perhaps the fence was back in place.

‘Is it green?’ she asked.

‘I think so,’ said Walther, even though there 
was no way he could have seen it from that 
distance. ‘Let’s get you home.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘This wasn’t a good idea.’ 
She felt a dull pain inside, and thought, in an 
abstract way, maybe the baby is ready now. Or 
maybe she was ready. Yes, perhaps she had 
needed to be ready all along. ‘Do you think 
they are down there, in the holes? That they’ve 
always been down there?’

‘Yes,’ said Walther.

‘Do you think the weapon fired?’

‘Yes.’ He was so certain of it.

‘Those people. They killed themselves.’

‘Don’t you remember feeling that way?’ 
Walther asked her. ‘Like you’d rather die than 
not know any more?’

‘No. Not quite that way.’

How much older they had become, together. 
They went home, and waited for the baby. 
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Youth. The woods. Dreams and portents. Magic 
runs through all of them. But in the aftermath of 
war a young boy is twisted and tested trying to 

hold his family together.

As his sister recovers from a terrible assault 
by her father, she teaches him about the magic 
in the land, the tombs of ancient kings and the 

wishing lake, about the treacherous Red Cap and 
the places deep in the woods where the adults 

don’t go.

But when she disappears, the balance fails. 
Parents divided by their pain and all eyes in the 
village turn to the father, a man who brought his 
own nightmares back from the war. They search 

the woods, pushing deeper into the strange 
spaces where myths grow with the trees. But 

only the boy knows the secret paths they took, 
and the way to the lake where wishes come true.

A story of the potent and dark spaces of 
folklore, The Willow By Your Side is the nest of 
British fantasy. Channelling Robert Holdstock’s 
Mythago Wood and Catriona Ward’s Rawblood, 

Haynes plunges deep into the landscape, peeling 
back the delicate rules of the British identity, and 

what we hide beneath it.

Dear sister,

How long has it been since we took ourselves into 
the forest that New Year? Fast and safe, your footfalls 
placed as if you knew the way by heart, we crossed 
the pasture to the frozen river and on to the far country 
beyond. Were we driven away from home? I wonder 
if you were following a Siren’s song: flute and lyre 
drifting on the cold wind. Or maybe we were just lost 
children instead of questing heroes. You would always 
talk of the threat of the morning sun never arriving, 
an everlasting starry night and constant winter our 
punishment for not living well. These things we both 
believed back then.

You told me a giant lived in the waters of a lake 
many miles away. Each of its hands, you said, was big 
enough to fetch up the loose earth beneath our house 
and dash us against the quarry-side wall. In the hollow 
you told me about the woodsman and his wife, calling 
the leaf canopy their home. Beside the feeder stream 
you drew a picture of the dreaded Red Cap in the 
sand with your willow strip. You told me the rounded 
earth we crossed held the tomb of a legendary king, 
waiting for a crisis to come before waking and raising 
his shield. In the next valley, the ghost of a drowned 

child cried each morning. All these things I believed 
because you told me.

We walked so far it felt as if any moment we might 
tumble into the sea. 

‘Oh, sister, can’t we stop now?’

‘Soon,’ was all you said. I ate apples from your 
pockets, plucked beech leaves from the branches, 
kicked old chestnuts from sprouting crocus patches. 
Sometimes you would frown at our deep footprints in 
the muddy path behind us. You lifted your eyes to the 
sun and licked your thumb to test the breeze.

At last we reached the lake, a wide, dark mirror 
reflecting the bordering woodland. You made me kneel 
on the damp bank. From your coat you drew out a 
silver plate – Mother’s finest – and, with a tiny yelp, 
cast it far into the waters. I cried out but you hushed 
me.

‘Come here when you want to wish for something,’ 
you said, smiling. ‘Bring something precious.’

I began to weep then, chilled with the thought of our 
parents’ anger. Our return trip was made in silence. I 
still remember your defiant eyes as I was dismissed to 
bed – the memory of them is treasure now.

Soon the season of mists will be passed and your 
protector will return: a knight, if that is what you 
conjure, or maybe a familiar made of rich earth and 
ragged bark. I know that I have nowhere to send 
this letter but perhaps by writing these words I can 
summon up a spyglass to find you. Perhaps this year I 
will not have to think of that crying child in a faraway 
valley.

This is a colder place without you. If you should 
return and find an empty house, know that I am 
searching for you and that I shall meet you by that 
lake. Know that I have learned to love without 
question all things that share my blood.

Dear sister, I say now, won’t you come home?
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- 1 -

Four Seasons in One Day

It began in spring, where all things begin.

It was a day since you had gone, or at least it was 
the day after.

It began with a house empty of your voice, a bed 
unslept in, the air of your room undisturbed but for the 
wind piercing gaps in the eaves.

It began with waking from a shallow, too-short sleep 
as the beams above complained in muttered creaks at 
another change in the weather. This old house could 
always tell when the sky was falling, Mother said.

It began with the swallowing down of fear burning 
like a hot coal in the lowest reaches of my stomach. 
There was a darkness in this house, a remnant of the 
winter we had only just begun to leave behind, a shape 
of shadow poured into your absent form.

It had taken too long to settle my racing heart when 
I had finally been sent to bed the night before; too long 
not to see your face when I closed my eyes to sleep or 
let them wander into the dark corners of the room. Too 
long to silence the sound of your voice. 

I had tried to write my fear in a letter, but it just 
made it grow all the more. And when I did not feel 
fear, I felt anger: anger at your usual selfish behaviour, 
making us all worry like this. This was how many 
memories of you began.

Or perhaps it began with my becoming aware of 
another storm of words from the kitchen below, cut 
into snatches of pleas and accusations of blame by 
rain thrown hard against the thin glass of my window. 
It was as if the argument between my mother and 
father still had life, a battle that had started before 
yesterday’s twilight consumed our farm. Had the 
strength in the battle they fought kept them from 
sleep completely? Had they snarled at each other like 
frightened dogs all night?

So it began with my cursing being awake, and a 
wish to sleep until the constant war between us all 
had ended. Today we would find you, my sister. In 
searching I would have to be older than my days. If we 
were quick enough, we could bring you home before 
you went too far.

Yesterday’s clothes still lay on the floor, damp and 
muddy from the morning’s explorations of the river 
gorge over the brow of the north hill. I turned them 
inside-out, pushed them into the linen basket behind 
my door.

Downstairs the argument raged higher. Mother’s 
voice carried more clearly while Father’s shouts 
arrived as vibrations in the floorboards.

They screamed at each other to remember the last 
you had said yesterday. If they could just see where 
you had been, they could know where you had gone. 
Even from here, I could hear the pleading desperation 
in Father’s voice and the barb of an accusation in 
Mother’s.

After what happened in the yard with Father not 
quite a week before – after the panic of his attack on 
you, and the blood, and whispered words of hate you 
had for him – she had watched his movements closely, 
even asking me to spy on him as he fetched down 
sharp tools from the shed.

Father all the while had seemed to fall deeper into 
a daylight dream of broken memories. Of that night 
he had turned on you, perhaps? Of times before? 
Whatever the truth, he had drifted like a ghost around 
her. Only I could talk with this ghost, to wake him and 
see the world again. Only I could break the stares that 
saw beyond what his eyes took in: a place over the 
sea, a land of broken churches, homes and farms just 
like our own. It had been a war they called ‘Great’. 
Father had spoken of it only once, to simply say that, 
when it came to the things he had made instead of 
that which he had destroyed, you had arrived while 
that Great War still raged and I had come in a time of 
peace. The before-and-after seemed important. To talk 
of it was forbidden from then on.

I blew out the oil lamp that still glowed with a weak 
flame and went onto the short landing. I stared at the 
blue-painted wooden half-moon that had been nailed 
on the door next to mine, at the line of your eyes 
from a birthday some years ago. You had coloured it 
the lightest blue with paints stolen from the school 
classroom before the summer holiday. The blue was 
so light it was nearly silver, nearly the colour of the 
crescent moon itself on a clear spring night. A night 
like last night had been. A warning or punishment for 
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our hours warmed by the sun. I was never allowed 
within alone.

As I tried to descend the stairs silently into the 
kitchen, our parents’ words continued to sound back 
and forth like flung rocks striking armour. Even as I 
neared the bottom I could tell the fight in Father had 
ebbed away. Mother, as if sensing victory, prepared 
a final attack but stopped, perhaps remembering that 
yet another battle won would change nothing of our 
situation. What use were words today? 

It was a lesson she did not heed. Before I took the 
final step, Mother’s last landed on me like a punch, 
with a force that I felt must be a hundred times worse 
for Father. 

‘I’m so worried she’s gone. But wherever she is, I 
thank God she’s away from you.’

The kitchen was a frozen scene as I turned the 
corner. The range sat in the swallowing shadow of the 
fireplace; the old oak table with its warped planks like 
ripples on water; the stable door half open with a view 
over a silent yard beyond. And my parents, backs to 
each other, statues in the corners where the light from 
too-small windows set in thick cob walls could never 
reach.

My movements were the only signs of life. Those 
and the dancing dust, as smoke can be the evidence of 
a faraway building burning.

One of Mother’s friends arrived. She had a familiar 
face but I could not recall her name. She did not holler 
from the yard – perhaps the locked air of the kitchen 
also stilled her voice as she approached – but shuffled 
through the stable door on fat ankles and spoke softly 
with Mother. She pointed and waved her hands, talked 
of places we could search and other families we could 
check with.

She made simple explanations in a calm voice for 
you being gone. A new friend perhaps, someone we 
did not know of yet? There had been new families 
arriving in the village over the winter. Some had 
children, maybe in your class? Had you spoken of 
anyone? No? Well, something simpler, then. Caught 
out in the cold as the sun went down maybe?

I shook with that phantom cold. We both knew 
how spring days can lie; both knew that creeping 
chill so well. And then, with words I knew would fill 
my mother’s bones with ice, her friend looked to my 
father and asked in a voice near-silent, ‘Could there 
be…?’

Mother was already shaking her head.

‘A friend, then,’ the large woman concluded.

‘Yes, of course,’ Mother said. ‘You’re probably 
right.’ But when she turned to face me I could see 
tears in her eyes and it put a stone in my insides.

‘You’ll see. She probably had the offer of a warm 
bed somewhere close. Any minute now she’ll stride in 
through the gate.’ The friend patted Mother’s arm and 
made to leave. The smile she wore angered me – she 
was satisfied at her help although it was no help at 
all. Nothing short of seeing your face at the doorway 
would be enough.

I went to Mother’s side then and slid my hand into 
hers. ‘She’ll come back. I know she will.’

Mother gripped my fingers then pushed me away, to 
follow her friend into the yard. ‘You will send word if 
you see her, won’t you?’

 ‘She’ll be fine. You’ll see!’ was the reply, but 
it was obvious that hollow promises of a certain future 
and firm assertions not to worry were useless.

 Even so, it had to be true: you would be here 
at any moment, with a twig in your hair and leaves in 
your pockets. You would have those exact words – the 
rapid sunset, caught out by the cold, all of it – and 
a smile on your lips. Maybe even an apology to us 
for all our worries. Perhaps now you could have that 
pocket watch you always asked for? 

But, just then, all I could hear were maybes and 
more questions asked of us. Throughout, Father 
remained silent and his silence swallowed hope. He 
skulked by the range, leaned with a raised arm against 
the beam of the inglenook and stared at nothing.

It was the closest I had seen Father to how he was 
in the grip of one of his night terrors. Always in the 
dark his fears would come. Always when we were 
most deeply asleep, he could be awake and in terror 
and flailing against phantoms for which only he had 
names. And such simple names they were, like those 
of old friends. Never like the names of people in your 
storybooks, of your heroes and the things that fought 
against them.
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What had turned the world against him, I wondered. 
What memory turned a simple name, like that of a 
neighbour, into a weapon? To hear a simple word and 
receive pain from it was what I saw. A man for whom 
the world had turned to wounds.

Lately, since that night in the rain when things had 
gone truly bad, visitors would look sideways at him as 
they came, as Mother’s friend had. They would never 
speak his name and would leave without a greeting 
or farewell. Words of comfort were given to Mother 
alone. People could not bring themselves to be kind.

But they would never know him like I did. Panic 
in the night had always passed. In the day he would 
always be my father again: strong and knowing what 
was best for us all. Those people with their cruel eyes 
were fools. Surely they knew nothing of his mind, as I 
did. Surely he would know what to do now?

If this was so, he kept his silence. I knew unspoken 
suspicion would turn again to accusation. If our 
parents could not be strong, I resolved, I would have 
to be. If they could not be together then, today above 
all others, I would have to be the thing that joined 
them.

‘Where do you want me to start looking, Mum?’ I 
asked, but she was not listening. With Mother’s friend 
gone, Father sunk down into the old chair. A cloud of 
cushion dust billowed into the spearing sun from the 
pantry window. Mother hurried herself with collecting 
coats and boots from the porch.

 ‘Where—’ I began but her voice silenced me.

‘I heard you the first time. I don’t know. Let me 
think!’

‘Father?’ I turned to where he sat, though his gaze 
seemed to penetrate the hearth and I realised he too 
was deaf to my words.

‘Don’t ask him,’ Mother shouted back. ‘He’s done 
enough.’

‘But we haven’t been out at all?’ I asked, and 
realised almost immediately that was not what she 
meant.

‘Get your coat,’ she said. ‘It’s going to rain later.’

I looked at the glow of bright sun from the open 
stable door, the beams of white light now creeping 
across Father’s still legs and remembered rain against 
glass as I woke. So changeable, these spring days. 

Dress for all weathers and never guess what the 
afternoons will bring.

Mother took a single step out of the farmhouse door 
and stopped. She spun on her heel and sped past me, 
muttering your name as she went up the stairs to the 
closed door.

That door – the door to your bedroom – had been 
thrown open many times by Mother, in both fear and 
hope. Had they missed something in their search for 
clues to where you’d gone? Was there a note tucked 
behind some loose brick or warped floorboard, written 
in that graceful hand of yours, the letters like those of 
an alphabet from an older, more delicate time? Were 
you to be found there waiting with a playful smile, 
the joke almost bursting free of you before one of us 
discovered you there on your plump bed all along, 
having sneaked back in through the parlour window? 
Or was it just your scent Mother yearned to catch 
again with her rapid climb of the stairs and careless 
barging inside?

Whatever she sought and never found, the door was 
closed with hushed care when the fruitless search had 
been completed, as if you still slept on the bed there, 
your invisible form revealed only by the settling dust. 
Waiting, only to disappear by waking you.

The Willow By Your Side will be published by 
Unsung Stories in November 2018. Find us at www.
unsungstories.co.uk
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I am an unrepentantly morbid 
human being, with a macabre 
love for the weird, the gruesome 
and the odd. As a result of this 
rather sinister outlook I am drawn 
to tales which explore the darkly 
glinting perverse underbelly so 
rarely glimpsed in ‘popular’ fiction. 
In fact, the darker the tale and the 
more saturnine the protagonist the 
happier I am.

From classic genre tropes 
to freshly minted hybrids, all 
speculative fiction shares a desire 
to understand ourselves and the 
world we live in better. This craving 
for understanding is tangible in 
Pseudotooth which blurs the lines 
between dream, fiction and reality, to boldly 
tackle issues of trauma, social difference and 
our conflicting desires for purity and acceptance, 
asking questions about those whom society shuns, 
and why.

Verity Holloway was born in Gibraltar in 1986 
and grew up following her Navy family around 
the world. She graduated from Cambridge’s 
Anglia Ruskin University with a First Class BA in 
Literature and Creative Writing and went on to 

earn a Distinction Masters in Literature. Her short 
stories and poems have been widely published, 
with her story ‘Cremating Imelda’ being nominated 
for the Pushcart Prize. In 2012 she published her 
first chapbook, Contraindications. Her novella, 
Beauty Secrets of the Martyrs, was released in 
2015. Her first non-fiction book, The Mighty 
Healer: Thomas Holloway’s Patent Medicine Empire 
(Pen & Sword), a biography of her Victorian cousin 
who made his fortune with questionable remedies, 
was published in 2016.

(This review by Megan Kenny first appeared 
in Disclaimer Magazine)

http://www.disclaimermag.com/other-stuff/compassionate-and-beautiful-pseudotooth-is-about-difference-and-self-acceptance-5881
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“Hellish alchemy to conjure angels.”

Pseudotooth is a delicious slice of atmospheric 
brilliance filled with a cast of wicked, cruel and 
difficult characters led by Aisling, a young woman 
who is beset by inexplicable dissociative seizures. 
Abandoned by her self-centred flighty mother in 
a crumbling house unloved and forgotten in the 
Suffolk countryside, Aisling strives to understand 
the meaning behind these bouts of terrifying 
blankness. At first retreating into her copy of 
Blake’s poems, faded and blurred with the devotion 
of its reader, and her journal detailing the exploits 
of Feodor, a fiery tempest ready to watch the world 
burn, eventually she begins to explore. The reader 
is soon left questioning the reality of Feodor, a 
character who may be more real than Aisling 
thinks, and the mysterious origins of Our Friend, 
the author of the mysterious ramblings hidden 
away in the cellar.

“History is unkind to those who dance while the 
walls crack around them.”

Holloway has created a richly detailed, multi-
layered plot which weaves together a number 
of thought provoking themes including mental 
health, sexuality and family. Aisling is a young 
woman alienated from those around her by their 
demonising of her mental health. At the cusp of 
sexual awakening she is beset by horrors and left 
to wither in a cold house whose walls run with the 
memories of a dark and wicked past. Surrounded 
by nothing but green and pleasant land, Aisling 
is at the mercy of her fanatically puritanical aunt, 
a character who would make Goody Proctor seem 
like a hedonist. As Aisling slides down a rabbit 
hole of secrets, strange books and hidden places 
within the house, the reader is left to question who 
is real and who may be a fever dream, to puzzle 
over the mysteries which lie beneath the dusty 
gloom of a country pile and to meditate on the 
motto that you aren’t paranoid if they really are 
out to get you.

“… scores of yellow molars had embedded 
themselves painlessly in the thin flesh of her 
temples.”

Holloway’s strength is an ability to conjure 
up such images of revolting brilliance that they 
haunt you long into the night. Moving effortlessly 
between tenderness and terror, Pseudotooth 
grips the reader from the first page and manages 
to maintain a linear, seamless plot despite 
interweaving the narratives of various characters, 

each with their own distinct voice and malignant 
power to seduce.

“That kind of love, it’s a weapon.” 

Holloway has touched on a number of themes 
throughout Pseudotooth, with the most achingly 
real theme being the desire to be loved. In it we see 
Aisling, a confused and unloved girl thrown into a 
ghoulish unloved house. Without giving too much 
away, Aisling’s journey, as fantastical and surreal 
as it may seem at times, does lead to love, by turns 
sweet and light but also bitter and obsessive. 
However, the most important relationship is the 
one she finds with herself; ultimately, Pseudotooth 
is a book about self-acceptance and the strength 
that comes from that, about a young girl becoming 
a woman and finding the ability to love herself 
despite the wider world’s harmful narrow-minded 
view of her.

This is a thought-provoking look at the stigma 
surrounding mental health, our journey towards 
understanding and acceptance of who we are 
and an insightful critique about the cruelty we 
are capable of. If often unlovable characters, 
psychological uncertainty and shocking bursts of 
joyously vivid gruesomeness are your bag, then 
Pseudotooth is the book for you.

Pseudotooth is a compassionate fever dream 
of a book and an achingly beautiful narrative 
about difference and self-acceptance. Holloway 
is a conjurer of the beautifully grotesque, an 
architect of the vivid, who’s writing is so lyrical and 
evocative it makes your teeth itch.

Pseudotooth by Verity Holloway is available 
now, published by Unsung Stories.
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CONTEMPLATE THE ALCHEMY OF DANCING QUANTUM PARTICLES 
Kendall Evans 

 

Contemplate the Alchemy of Stars, planets 
     Moons and asteroids 
During an ordinary mundane 
                                        work day 
Meditate upon the dance 
                                   of quantum particles 
Within the dizzy spin of  
            the vast and ever-slowly spiraling 
 Spiral galaxies— 
Imagine the hungry black hole 
                  there at the center of our own galaxy 
& Consider yourself blessed      

AFTER THE TREATY 
A New Ching Shih Poem Kendall Evans

With Endnotes By The Prolific and Controversial Literary Critic, McKail Goodwich 
 
Only yesterday the formal treaty had been signed  
On such and such a date and time—  On February 
Twenty-second at 10:97 am, to be precise— 1 
A formal treaty between The Emperor Jiaqing2 of old Canton 
And all of China too, The King of England, and the ruler  
Of powerful Portugal.3  A Treaty in which Ching Shih reluctantly 
 
Renounced her right to Piracy, agreeing  
Not to plunder nor to pillage anymore  
Upon South China, nor in the world encompassing 
That Sea.  And thus was Shih resigned, and to fulfill 
All treaties terms, and set her pirates free 
 
Provided they receive full pardons from The Emperor— 
Nor would she be opposed in setting up her businesses 
Brothels and a luxury casino upon the coastline of old Canton— 
This day immediately thereafter the treaty’s signing 
Dawn dawned luxuriantly, a dawn of beauty4 
 
A day that was one day so very fine 
And beautiful sublime, with light of sun and clouds 
All fast-scudding high,5 thus overseeing sky’s domain 
And Shen Dho at the helm of The Fire Dragon 
His hands both hard and firm upon the wheel 
 
With Ching Shih at his side, beside him— 
And Shih, despite his recent death, could somehow sense 
The presence and the spirit of Youling perched upon her shoulder 
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Where it belonged, and strong yet gentle winds here on the sea 
To ruffle hair and force these clarifying breezes

Of fresh air into their lungs, intensifying life 
And bringing happiness, the while the gulls 
Encircling up above as if to encompass all— 
All, all of them, and the cosmos entire too— 
And had they not set sail upon that day so singular 
 
And fine?  Shen Dho, beside Shih, said 
“I cannot foresee you, you in your retirement, Shih— 
What are your plans?”  “Me? I’ll not retire yet at all,” 
Said Shih.  “No—“  And her “No” was not a word 
For it transformed into a laugh, A laugh so deep 
 
And whole and from so deep within Ching Shih’s body, small 
Her pleasant and attractive form, admired by all 
And yet might that laugh6 have been Xhi Xau’sk hearty laugh,  
That of the largest man alive—  “And neither you nor I 
Nor me, Shen Dho,” said Shih, “Shall yet retire— 
 
“For I have many and many things for you to do 
Tomorrow I will start my fledgling businesses— 
My Inland Empire—  And you shall manage7 all—   
The luxury casino and the Flower Boat8 upon the shore 
of old Fox River, not far from Canton’s cryptic shore” 
 
Shih looked out over the expanse of South China Sea 
Vast ocean now becalmed—  “Yet this shall always be 
My Empire of the Sea, my other safe domain 
Where we will play like children out to sea 
Upon the decks of our brave pirate ship, The Flying Dragon 
 
Where our Fire Dragon will assume his rightful place 
Upon the prow, and a suddenly assembled crew 
Of willing peasants and of pirates pretending to be retired 
Will man the sails, And we will set sail, sailing forth 
Once more, as before, upon South China Sea”    
 
—And Ching Shih looked so thoughtful, thought She Dho 
Standing there so close beside him, like unto  
Some fondest lover, her expression distant 
As if she peered into and as well perceived 
With total clarity, the recent present future or the future present  
 
“And my luxury casino,” Shih continued 
“Shall have its entrance facing, across the way 
My brothel very own—  And you shall be 
My business manager of all, while I, Ching Shih 
Oversee my realm and my lnland Empire strongly built 
 
“That Fire Dragon will see all those passing thru its doors 
Within, without—  Thus measuring their merits  
And their flaws, alerting me to all potential problems”  
Thus Ching Shih thought on, and on, discerning 
Of her future, and, as well, the future of Shen Dho—  
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“Most weekends, and on holidays, we will stroll 
Down to the harbor and the docks—  You and I 
Shen Dho, flanked by our giant Flying Dragon on one side 
Immense Xhi Xau upon the other—  Our body guards non pariel 
And seemingly immune to all attacks—  And who would dare? 
 
The crowds will rule and fill the streets of Old Canon those days 
And they will watch us passing, as if a parade most stately 
Were taking place, and I an Emperor or all 
 with my entourage accompanying me” 
 
Shih thought of Youling then, all stuffed and stitched 
Posed all alert, his tail erected as if with energies— 
His taxi-dermied tail all thus uplifted with artistry’s 
Simulated arousal, his asymmetry so bold and fierce 
As if his spirit still inhabited his deceased flesh— 
 
And yet—  No, this was not so, his real home was far away 
Within the Afterworld, a realm where he survived 
Alive though dead, not fading, flailing, fragmenting 
As lesser spirits do, but thriving, tormenting them 
For naught but the fun of it, his torture of their ghosts 
 
Not mean-spirited, and yet it also was 
Cruelly diminishing their weakened spirits 
That he, Youling, vampire-like, might thieve away the power                                                                                                       
Of their diminished, dying, weakened selves 
Partaking of their will to live, their substance substanceless— 
 
And thus increase those powers that he already owned 
And were, in truth, his rightful destiny— 
“Meanwhile Fire Dragon shall follow us ashore 
Abandoning his station, perched there on the prow 
Of our bold sailing pirate ship, The Flying Dragon 
 
Departing from the harbor and following us that he might perch 
Upon the slanting, wavery-tiled roof of my new casinos 
Where he will then o’erlook my businesses, our businesses 
And help us keep the peace, increase profits, and decrease the turbulence 
Of our affairs—  While you, Shen Dho, make skillful use of his advice.” 
 
 
NOTES:  

1   Our most bothersome and uninspiring author, truly no more than a hack writer, is so 
caught up in detailing and revealing the facts of history that, as he has often done before in other 
poems, he loses sight of creativity.  His style of language and word choices become too timid and 
impartial, too random and too boring to be, realistically, either entertaining or informative. 

2   The Emperor, one Zang Qiaqing, one of a number of Emperors of the Qing Dyesty.  He was 
an inept ruler, prone to faulty reasoning, too easily led to false, futile, and fooling policies, self de-
structive, and all in all not a particularly intelligent man.  He ruled from (blank to blank.)  Also give 
the dates of the first and last dynesties that thrived for so long in Canton, upon the coast of Old 
Canton, also. 
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The first emperor of the Qing Dynasty, The Emperor Nuraci, reigned from February 1st of 1515 to 
September 3oth, 1626.  The last was Emperor Xuantong, from February 7th, 1906 to October 17th 
of 1967.  Readers should note that all magic was fading and dying from the world during the time 
of Emperor Qiaqing’s rule, and, by the time Emperor Xuantong was in power, he the last and final 
emperor of Qing dynasty was in power on the throne, magic had died away and fled and faded from 
our world, dissipating so rapidly that by the time of Ching Shih’s death, of course, the death of our 
last Sorceress, the numinous force had perforce vanished totally.  

3   I find it amazing, personally, that these three opposing nations might agree upon one thing, 
that one thing being the focused opposition of the Pirate Queen Ching Shih.  Ching Shih, the Pirate 
Queen and Sorceress herself, pain no mind nor thought to all of this, secure in her power and do-
minion of the entire Red Flag Pirate Fleet.  Well Shih knew no one could possibly defeat her.  
   

4   Note the author’s annoying repetitions; he undoubtedly labors under the delusion that 
this is effective writing, or poetry of some sort, exploiting every possible echo in the nearly identical 
in definition different forms of the same mundane words.  Boring, I believe.  Monotonous as well.  
Right away, even having read only this far, I’ve given the author a pitiful grade for this individu-
al poem.  Which, undoubtedly, it deserves.  Note that the author also uses far too many commas, 
clauses, and dependent as well as independent phrases, needlessly convoluting and complicating 
his sentences, and simultaneously losing the reader’s inevitably lapsing attention.  
   

5   This strange speeded up velocity or time-lapse behavior of the clouds is purely a cinematic 
device; such behavior on the part of clouds, unless a strong windstorm is blowing in excess, is total-
ly unrealistic and ill-suited to the written word, which lacks the vividness of images or photographs, 
and thus proves, as any moron might predict, to be awkward  and ineffective.  I find that I keep 
repeating that word, “ineffective,” especially in reference to  this author Evans, as he so names and 
refers unto himself, and who is, inevitably, overdoing it and trying much too hard to be a worthy 
poet.  And failing miserably too, of course, as I might well add.   

6   Again, too much repetition, this time of the word “laugh” in this stanza and the several ones 
surrounding.  And the many echoes of sound.  After all, the same word used more than once inev-
itably results in one of the easiest and laziest and skill-less and inevitable sound repetitions, if one 
employs the same word again and again.  Other words are similarly overused in this particular se-
quence of stanzas.  
  

7   Although he did not truly wish nor desire to spend too much time aboard the Flower Boat 
when she had so many other things to do, a well as other accumulating duties, Ching Shih had 
been planning to purchase the brothel and keep if for herself  thruout  her long life of piracy. 

8   Ching Shih refers here to the very Flower Boat where she began her career as a talented 
and inspired prostitute.  At first she whored her way through time in total poverty.  However, long 
before leaving the Flower Boar, she honed her skill so well, and took over the daily routines of run-
ning the floating brothel so cunningly, that the owner of the boat allowed her a great deal of es-
calating power to manage the business.  Thus Ching Shih made enough money, eventually, while 
working on the Flower Boat, that she was able to purchase it outright, and Shih has been the legal 
owner ever since, although in absentia, due to her unparalleled career and talent as a pirate, which 
kept her away most of the time as her years fled past.  
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There is a room, and there is a woman in 
the room. There is no light, until the button 
clicks, she flips the screen up, and a disc plays. 
Her face is lit by film, and her eyes by Each. 
Individual. Picture.

The edges of the room can’t be seen. The 
screen is like a match in a deep cave. All that 
is illuminated is her face, and those eyes. The 
eyes that see. The eyes that swallow sound 
vibrations as if they were light too. The eyes that 
act as pointed screws of emotion, opened up and 
twisted. Sharp and yet blunt at the same time. 
She gets lost in the world of the film, as it is all 
translated from image-outside to image-inside, 
via her eyes. She has long forgotten her ears, 
and even her heart.

When the player runs out of power, or the 
disc stops spinning, it is a primordial darkness 
that falls. One which deletes everything that 
ever existed. Even she doesn’t exist without the 
screen light. 

The charging wire goes through the closed 
door, and someone beyond controls the power. 
The wire has its own little mouse hole. It has 
more freedom than she ever will. It knows the 
world beyond. It lives, permanently, half beyond 
and half within. She wonders what the light is 
like in the beyond. Sometimes it creeps around 
the door, making it look like a portal to heaven. 
Only it never opens. 

Discs and food arrive while the woman sleeps. 
On each is written Check Disc followed by the 
title of the film. She sleeps deeply and when she 
wakes, another disc, another cereal bar, another 
bottle of water. Every now and then a piece of 
fruit.

Once she tried to plant the stone from the 
middle of one of the fruits. Scraped away at the 
threadbare carpet to attempt to build it a groove, 

to try and bury it in a mesh of fibres. Instead of 
growing, flies would collect around it and feed on 
the fleshy strands left from the body of the fruit. 
She didn’t mind the flies. Their buzzing was a 
break in the silence when the player was flat out 
of charge.

One day she woke and the fruit stone was 
gone, and flypaper was hanging from the ceiling. 
The flies stuck to it were still struggling to get 
free. Their staccato buzzes got increasingly 
erratic before ending with their deaths. She 
watched the show until the end; a glass bowl of 
ice-cold water growing in her stomach. When 
she eventually threw up, it was all yellow bile 
that stung her throat on the way out. The little 
pool of it congealed on the carpet, until it was 
thick like the glue on the flypaper. She did her 
best to avoid that patch of carpet, but in the 
dark she accidentally stood in it, and no matter 
how much she wiped at it, some greasy residue 
remained on the sole of her foot.

The morning after, she woke and it was all 
gone, including the flypaper. It felt like a fresh 
start, and a stale continuation of the days that 
came before, at the same time.

The gas isn’t visible, but it has a smell and 
a sound. It doesn’t hiss, that only happens in 
films, it splutters. It coughs. There is a choking 
noise associated with it, but that is possibly just 
her breathing as it knocks her out. The smell 
is like brake fluid, faintly disguised by bitter 
lemon.

She can’t help feeling that maybe the gas is 
part of the life cycle of some complex organism 
who lives behind the door. Some kind of 
digestive process. She tries to picture the pages 
of the Pathology textbooks she read at some 
point. How organs might arrange themselves in 
order to create it. Then she falls asleep.

Check Discs 
Sarah Gonnet
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In the mornings she doesn’t wake up, she 
simply starts again. Her life recreates itself, 
there isn’t a pattern because there are only 
individual days.

She doesn’t have memories but if she did she 
would remember: a blue dress with sequins 
sewn into the seams, breaking the soles of ballet 
shoes, the smell of birthday cake. Or was that in 
a film? Medical textbooks lined up on a bulging 
shelf, a young man who wants to be an actor not 
a doctor, experiments with death in a basement. 
Or was that in a film? Sisters running through a 
field. Or was that in a film? Drinking milkshakes 
at an old American style diner. Or was that in a 
film? Her mother on her deathbed. Or was that 
in a film? A huge skeleton emerging from the 
sea. Teenagers attacking an old homeless man 
in a tunnel. A twin sister. Her favourite pie is 
cherry pie. Or was that in a film?

One day there couldn’t be any more ‘one 
days’ so she yanked on the wire. The thread 
connecting her world to the world outside. To 
him. To his world. For all she knows there is 
nothing outside that door except Him. What 
if everything outside of this room is his body? 
Does she want to stray into a world like that? 
She tugs the wire again.

Something in her mind tells her that wires end 
in plugs. Something else in her can’t believe that 
it will work, but she has a plan. She will yank 
until the plug comes loose. Then she will reel it 
in until it is pressed up against the door. Then 
she will bash and bash until she rips the mouse 
hole larger.

It doesn’t work. The door is too thick.

She finds, once a week, that she has been 
washed. However, as far as cutting her 
fingernails goes, he is much more lax. As a 
result, she has long claws sprouting from her 
fingertips. After something that feels like three 
hours of yanking the wire, she stops.

It takes a while to work up to it.

She slides her fingernail under the first layer 
of wood. The pain is immediate and excruciating. 
The sensitive skin of her nail beds feels like it 
is being seared off, but she keeps going. She 
shoves the nail up and out, then she claws 
at the wood with her other hand. A large chip 
breaks free. She holds it up in her palm. It is 
covered in blood.
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The Winstead Wild Man

At first blush, you might think this guy
is just another Bigfoot/Sasquatch
bipedal dude supplementing his diet
with urban dumpster dive cuisine.
 

But no; he’s skinny, not so muscular,
and he’s got a neck, doesn’t reek
like ten-day offal or rotting meat.
He’s meek and mild. Walks with grace and 

style.
 

Maybe he’s just some really hairy 
homeless guy –

an Australopithecine or Neanderthal
who came along a little late for the party.
Grew up feral without yuppies or T.V.
 

Poor guy. When he howls at the moon
you know it ain’t on account of booze
or all the McDonald’s food he scarfed,
and he’s not swappin’ spit with anyone.
 

He’s lonely. Just wants to plug into the 
cosmos,

to express his pleasure that someone’s
left a head of lettuce, a bag of bruised 

apples.
The Winstead Wild Man’s happy to tell the 

moon.

Oggie of Onondaga Lake
  

You probably remember
Augie Doggy and Doggie Daddy
from sixties’ afternoon cartoons.
 

Yeah, well … This ain’t no cartoon.
Our boy Sammy would have been
a cute, tow-haired kid in ’72.
 

Was at scout camp in upstate New York
when he spotted Oggie by a log.
begged and got to take him home.
 

Our lake wasn’t polluted back then,
but we’ve pumped so much heavy
metal-laden and domestic effluent in it
 

that it’s now one of the most toxic
bio-hazardous soups on the planet –
a real frothy, bubbling P.U. stew.
 

A home for e. coli and streptococcal
bacteria, algae blooms, and carp –
the only fish to adapt and survive.
 

Now, you’ve probably guessed that
Sammy’s healthy, happy salamander
Grew too big and too much of a bother.

Richard Stevenson has recently retired from a thirty-year teaching gig at Lethbridge 
College and published twenty-nine books in that time. 

His most recent books are Rock, Scissors, Paper: The Clifford Olson Murders, a long poem 
sequence from Dreaming Big Publications in the US (2016), and A Gaggle of Geese, haikai 

poems and sequences from Alba Publications in the UK (2017). 
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And when Sammy was a teenager
ogling girls from the wall of the gym
at the Jr. High sock hop, Hop-on-Pop,
 

Dear Old Dad snuck into Sammy’s room
and absconded with his son’s salamander,
moved him from fetid terrarium to tepid 

toilet –
and flushed!  Now, hop-on-popular Pop
thought he did the salamander a favour:
It would not survive a winter on Syracuse 

streets.

Thought the burping warm water would
one day empty into a bog, an edge fen
of the lake – or he’d die warm and happy.
 

Now bad smells generally connote rotting 
weeds,

rotting flesh, and flies – food for Oggie!
He’d not starve, and he’d find his kin, by 

God!
 

Not an unreasonable conclusion, barring
the omission of key data, such as 

proximity
to Three Mile Island’s nuclear plant –
 

the ever-growing radioactive effluent 
menace

that rode the river currents to the lake.
Oh, great, right? Sewage and radioactive 

waste?
 

Well, Oggie thrived and grew a humongous 
size!

Mutated into a crocodile-sized lumpy 
beast.

Soon started using the sewers to get 
around.

 

Seized cats and dogs from Syracuse alleys
and plopped CHUD-like back into the 

sewers.
Who knows when he’ll climb out of some 

loo
 

and start hunting kids in playground 
restrooms,

babies sleeping in prams in parks? Oggie 
could become

a monster in five years – Serial Killer 
Salamander!

 

Commander of the Onondaga Sewer Lid 
Gang.

So much for cute little boys and their pets.
Giant Sewer Salamanders and Gators 

gonna get you next!
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Lola stood on the crater edge, a tablet in her 
hand. Her ear itched, but there was no use in 
scratching, her head was completely covered 
by her spacesuit helmet. She bent over and 
picked up a few of the grey stones and let 
them tumble from her fingers.

“Lola, have you finished your 
determination?” Professor McCranky—ahem—
Professor McCranston, was tapping his wrist 
to indicate that time was passing.

“One minute!” Lola toggled the sensors in 
her helmet and a grid pattern appeared. She 
used her brain interface to measure the cup-
shaped crater. It was around 10 kilometres 
and had no central floor: a small one, known 
as an Albategnius C, or ALC. She bunny 
hopped back to the rover. Before she entered 
the rover with the other students, she tapped 
her tablet to the Professor’s. He looked at her 
result and grunted. Then the group was off to 
the next stop.

Johnny nudged her. It would be a long ride 
to the next crater. Topography was a required 
course at Lunar University. Learning to 
identify terrain was a survival skill on Earth’s 
single moon. Through his faceplate, she could 
see his dark eyes and skin. His father was 
seldom home, he piloted one of the supply 
ships that made the trek between the Moon 
and Mars and the turnaround time was a 
long 18 months. That was one of the reasons 
why Johnny had started coming around to 
her home dome, but over time they developed 
a friendship that had turned into something 
sweeter than either had expected. However, 
graduation was approaching. Soon both would 
need to make a choice about their future.

The rover stopped and the group of students 
tumbled out into the grey dust. The Professor 
tapped his wrist and gestured for the group 
to spread out. Johnny touched her arm and 
then bounded off, leaping far too high in the 
air as if he were Buzz Aldrin on the first moon 

landing. Showoff. She took smaller steps and 
found the edge of the new crater in good time. 
She toggled on the measurement system and 
scanned the crater. This one she had seen 
before. She had visited it with her Mom and 
Dad on an outing years ago. The complex 
crater had to be close to fifty kilometres in 
diameter. She didn’t want to approach the 
edge since the inner walls slumped to the 
bottom floor. Its archetype was Triesnecker 
also known as TRI.

There was a crackle in her helmet. “Aiee! The 
wall is going down.”

Lola whirled toward where her friend had 
run off and realized that the lip of the crater 
had collapsed taking her best friend down with 
it. She ran for the wall, not caring if she was 
putting herself in danger. Before she could 
reach the edge, a hand clamped down on her 
shoulder and stopped her forward motion. It 
was McCranky!

“It’s too dangerous. Stay here. I’m going to 
send for help from the rangers.” The other 
students gathered together, their shoulders 
hunched, helmets tapped together to allow 
them to talk in private without using the 
radio. The professor returned to the rover.

Lola felt as if the air had been squeezed 
from her lungs. Disregarding the professor’s 
instructions she made her way to the edge of 
the crater, inching forward until she could see 
over the lip. Down below, on the smooth floor, 
Johnny lay with his arms and legs spread 
wide. Was he dead? She sighed. When you’re 
gone how can I even try to go on?

There was another crackle in her helmet. 
“SOS.”

“Johnny! Are you okay?” Her eyes widened 
and her breath came out in ragged gasps. Her 
oxygen levels were doing a wild dance. Was he 

S.O.S.
Wendy Van Camp
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crying out for help? Where were those damn 
rangers!

“The crater is an isSosigenes. SOS.”

“You asshole! Are you playing me?” Down 
below, Johnny pulled his legs and arms in and 
rolled over. He sat up and gazed up the long 
slope of the crater. He tilted his helmet to one 
side and shrugged his shoulders.

“Stay where you are, John. The wall of the 
crater could go down further. This is not a 
laughing matter.”

“Yes, Professor.”

“Oh, and you are wrong in your 
determination.” The professor said. “The crater 
is known as an isTriesnecker.”

“Doh. A TRI? No wonder the wall collapsed.”

“This is why we take you out here to observe 
the craters. It is for your own safety. Next 
time, watch your step.” The professor put a 
hand on her shoulder and tapped his helmet 
to her for a private conversation. “Be careful, 
but stay here with him. We’ll get him out of 
there soon enough.”

“Thank you, Professor Cranston.” Maybe the 
man wasn’t so cranky after all.
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Placodermi 
Protection
Stephen Oram

Two hundred babies slide from their artificial 
wombs into fleshy gel-filled pods. How I wish 
they could stay in their amniotic homes, but we 
need them and today it’s my turn to keep watch.

A tear forms in the corner of my eye. They 
won’t live long. They won’t be remembered. And 
yet, they’re the next link in the long expanding 
chain of evolution.

In the womb we manipulated them and, unlike 
the rest of us, they know what it’s like to be one 
of our ancient aquatic ancestors, an armoured 
fish, a Placodermi brought back from extinction.

As soon as they enter their pods, this new 
batch of boys and girls, full of ancient instinct, 
begin firing their neurons. The gel translates and 
transmits the signals to the tech we’ve implanted 
in the re-engineered Placodermi that protect the 
fragile coral. Our babies drive the fish at the 
bottom of the ocean.

I pull on the watcher’s headset and 
immediately I’m as immersed in their world as 
they are. I love watching them ease into their 
new environment, from artificial womb to the 
pod and the deep sea. I only wish I could keep 
them safe.

I can’t.

In the distance, sediment from the ocean floor 
is disturbed. The first attack of the day has 
started. It might be today’s first, but they’ve 
been attacking for a hundred years and although 
we know they come for the coral, we don’t know 
why. We only know we must do everything we 
can to protect it so it can regrow.

A solid mass of enemy crab-bots churn the 
ocean bed as they approach. 

Our babies turn gracefully inside their 
sinisterly beautiful virtual bodies.

You could be forgiven for mistaking the 
choreographed shoal for an underwater ballet. 
But, if you were their enemy, you’d be cruelly 
deceived. Up close, the hard scaly bodies and 
sharp teeth reveal what a formidable foe these 
ancient fish are. What an excellent choice of 
ancestor to bring back from extinction.

It’s horrible to hear the painful cacophony of 
crying from the pods as these gorgeous babies 
prepare for the attack, despite their deep-rooted 
instinctual fear.

An enemy crab-bot drifts away from the pack 
and propels itself slowly towards our brave 
shoal. It sinks to the floor and edges sideways. 
I saw this the last time I was on watch a couple 
of weeks ago. At first it was one or two, and 
then the whole pack made a sudden shift and 
scurried along the ocean bed. About half of them 
made it through and began mining the coral 
before being torn apart or chased away by our 
babies.

A high-pitched scream pierces through the 
crying from the pods. One of the Placodermi 
dashes towards the crab-bot faster than I’ve ever 
seen. It opens its jaw and clamps down on the 
bot with a twisting movement, slamming it into a 
nearby rock. The scream reaches a fever pitch.

And then, the bot explodes.

The screaming stops dead.

The feedback loop from fish to gel to baby 
must have transferred the trauma from the 
explosion to the pod.

The gel seeps out into the drain and the pod 
opens.

The baby boy is dead. It happens. I hate it, but 
it happens.

A loud alarm reminds me that I must harvest 
his sperm and get it to the lab before it’s too late. 

We need more babies like him.

We must protect the coral.

At all costs.
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Chapter Thirty

As it turned out, explaining to Elizabeth 
was very easy. With the various visitors now 
departed I stood up and limped back to the 
dining then through to the drawing room where 
I made myself a fresh cup of tea. I savoured my 
first taste of the fragrant brew while Elizabeth 
watched from her chair, waiting patiently, 
though I had the distinct feeling that her 
patience would last a minute or two more and 
then would be gone.

She reached over and patted the chair next 
to hers, inviting me to sit and no doubt putting 
me in position where I would find it very hard 
to escape her. I eased myself into the chair and 
a sigh escaped me as I stretched my leg out in 
front of me.

“That was Mr Martins, personal secretary 
to the mayor along with a representative of 
the merchants’ association along with chief 
constable McCollum; they wanted to discuss 
a case that was brought to my attention last 
night.”

“The one that took you so urgently to the 
mortuary?”

“Yes, the very case. They wanted to talk about 
the incident and one or two other criminal cases 
that could be related. Asking for my advice on 
the matter so to speak.”

She was looking at me in a way I had come 
to know well over the months, her head tilted 
slightly to the side and just a touch of scepticism 
on her beautiful face. “So are you consulting 
as a private citizen or was your resignation 
somewhat short lived?”

I started to mutter something though I, for the 
life of me, wasn’t sure what I was about to say 
when I was interrupted by a knock on the open 
door.

“Carriage will be here in a five minutes 
Inspector. I’ll be waitin’ on the drive when ya 
ready.”

I nod my thanks to the Sergeant then turned 
back to Elizabeth and as I did so I caught the 
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ghost of a look on her face, a knowing smile, 
and something else, though it was gone so fast I 
could, perhaps, have imagined it.

“Sooo. Inspector Thorn again, is it? You never 
did get around to telling me about last night’s 
excitement and now I am intrigued. The mayor 
sent his own secretary to return you to duty; it 
must be something terribly important.” Her voice 
seemed to become slower and a little huskier as 
she finished speaking, the sound sent a trill of 
desire into my heart and cold fingers of worry 
down my spine at the same time. 

Elizabeth was obviously pressing for answers 
that I simply could not give her, she was a lady, 
from a fine family, I could never share with her 
the events of my life, most particularly of the 
last few years. No gentleman could. Yet I was 
trapped, I could only refuse by being rude, by 
offering her insult or lies, and neither of them 
were choices I could consider. She had me like 
a mouse in the stare of a hunting cat and I had 
little choice but to sit here while Sergeant Peck 
waited outside.

SERGEANT PECK!
I used the strength of my arms to lift myself 

somewhat and took a single unsteady step to 
her chair. I reached out and took hold of her 
hand, the skin warm and oh so soft to my touch. 
Bending at the waist I lifted her hand to my lips 
and placed a gentle kiss on her fingers then 
slowly, reluctantly, released her.

“I am truly sorry Elizabeth; the sergeant is 
waiting and I must change into something more 
suitable. We can talk tonight.”

She was tilting her head again, just an inch or 
two to one side, I knew she doubted my word. 
But she clearly did not want to press the matter 
as she then smiled and nodded. “Tonight, we 
shall have dinner, and then you can tell me all 
about your new case.”

Leaving the smoking room, I made my way 
carefully upstairs and to my room to change. 
Climbing the stairs without my knee brace took 
most of my concentration but left me plenty 
of time to think, and to worry. I would soon 
enough run out of excuses and Elizabeth would 
keep asking until she was satisfied with my 
explanation.

#

Dressed, suitably prepared and armed for 
anything I made my way back downstairs and 
across the hall to the door where I found Mr 

Winpole waiting for me. No doubt alerted to my 
coming by the steady tap of my walking stick on 
the stairs. 

“Miss Fitz’warren is getting changed sir, she 
said she will join you for dinner at seven.” I 
glanced at the tall case clock across the hall 
and noted the time, less than eight hours to 
learn everything possible about the case, begin 
some serious investigation and perhaps most 
importantly of all, arrive at an explanation that 
would satisfy Elizabeth’s most active mind and 
stop her questions. The dead walking in the 
streets of Bristol or finding a way to explain to 
the woman I loved what it was that I was doing.

The walking dead it was, easier by far.

#

Sergeant Peck had managed to find a 
commercial carriage and it was waiting just 
outside the door under the old stone porch 
intended to keep the ladies from ruining their 
hair or hats were it to be raining. The Sergeant 
was standing by the open door and he patiently 
waited as I clambered up and into the cabin. 
Once I was settled, he climbed up, making it 
look far too easy a task and then calling out to 
the driver.

“So Sergeant, where are we off to?”
“Corn Street Sir, the old commercial offices. 

A private office at the back, they say it’s a good 
room, bars on the windows and a stout door. 
The mayor’s bloke said everything they had was 
ta be waitin for us there.

“Be a change ta be there for someat other than 
chasing off the doxies.”

“Sorry Sergeant, I thought you said the 
commercial offices, seems a strange place to be 
finding women of the night.”

“Well Sir, depends on the weather, lot of the 
merchants and traders wait there till sailin’ time 
an’ if the weather delays them they be there all 
night, lots o’ rich men away from their wives an’ 
all. The place draws doxies like horse shit draws 
flies in summer.”

The Sergeant’s words and a sudden image 
of street whores buzzing around a fat rich 
merchant brought a chuckle to my lips but 
I quickly stopped my humour and spent the 
rest of the journey in silence watching the city 
through the window. Things seemed normal till 
I looked at the faces of the common folk on the 
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streets, many seemed almost fearful, looking 
about themselves as if expecting to be attacked 
by thieves though we were travelling areas of 
the city where such daylight robbery was most 
uncommon.

My musings were interrupted as the carriage 
rocked on its springs and the driver shouted 
down that we were here. The commercial offices 
at the front were pale stone, the door behind a 
row of four plain pillars that held up the porch.

As I hesitantly climbed down onto the 
pavement, I happened to notice there were 
statues on the roof. While I had been along Corn 
Street many times over the years, I must confess 
I never noticed the statue of a woman holding a 
trident high above the door.

The place was bustling, merchants and sailors 
going to and fro across the long hall and into the 
rooms either side where numerous tables hosted 
merchants or their factors.

“Can I ‘elp you gents?”
The voice came out of the crowd and was 

followed by an elderly looking man, bald and 
weathered by a lifetime at sea the man was little 
taller than Sergeant Peck though better dressed.

“I have been told I have an office here 
somewhere.”

“Inspector Thorn is it then, aye, at the back on 
the left. It’s the door wi’ the bloody great copper 
standin’ next ta it.”

I nodded my thanks and glanced at Sergeant 
Peck who seemed to have no more idea than I 
did about this constable. Well the best way to 
find out was to go there and so I set off down 
the hall toward the back. My walking stick was 
capped with an iron tip to prevent damage to 
the wood and the fine marble flagstones ran like 
bells under its strike. More than a few heads 
turned at the unusual sound then away again 
when they saw it was a limping man with a 
stick. I would have thought it was hardly an 
odd sight here with so many old merchants but 
perhaps it was my lack of white hair or a broad 
belly that confused them.

The entrance was easy to find, or at least 
its location, the door itself was hidden by the 
constable standing guard. I knew him by sight 
even though he wasn’t from my old station. 
Constable O’Bannon was well known by most of 
the city, what with him being a little over half a 
foot above six feet and with the build of a man to 
whom bare-knuckle boxing was not something 
unknown. With his tall constables’ hat he must 

have been close to seven feet in height and he 
stood out above the people walking past. 

#

Inside I found the office to be pleasantly 
appointed, two desks, one for the merchant 
and the other, smaller and against the side 
wall, clearly for the use of a secretary. Several 
guest chairs, a fine chair behind the desk, some 
shelves and even a small drinks cabinet with 
several bottles of passable scotch. The large 
desk was piled with papers, individual sheets 
scattered haphazardly and several binders.

Wonder of wonders, the chair was no more 
than a few years old and almost a perfect fit; 
for a second I questioned if whoever’s office this 
had been had volunteered its use to me. Then I 
no longer cared as I stretched my legs under the 
desk and found it to be almost the perfect height 
as well.

After a few moments I sat upright and waved 
toward the quest chairs. “Alright Sergeant, let us 
see what the city has to tell us about this case.”

He looked at the chair and then at his jacket 
before reaching across the office and dragging 
the secretary’s chair close enough for him to 
sit opposite me. “Probably not so much sir. The 
chief constables been havin’ words again, most 
of these look ta be reports from the lads. Doubt 
there’ll be a lot in ‘em.”

“We shall see Sergeant, we shall see.” I picked 
up a random page from the top of the pile and 
turned it around then peered more closely at 
the letters. Something I always insisted was that 
any of my constables either learn their letters 
properly or seek help when writing reports. 
The scratches across this page had all the 
appearance of chicken tracks and I struggled to 
make them out.

“Got a name ‘ere Inspector. No mention o’ 
walking while dead but the fella was dead in his 
house then found by the constable two streets 
away an’ no mention o’ anyone havin’ moved 
‘im.”

I looked up and swept my eyes across the 
desk for a pen and paper, none were to be seen 
until, on a hunch, I sat back a little and opened 
the desk drawer. Paper, a pen and ink, a letter 
opener and someone’s hip flask. I left the hip 
flask in the desk and placed the other items 
within reach on the red leather desk top.
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The sergeant spoke the name and address and 
I wrote it onto a blank sheet of paper then both 
turned our attention to the remaining letters. 
Something over an hour later and we had a 
total of four names, one of which was the case 
the sergeant had uncovered for himself, which 
meant we were missing a name for the final 
case, though we had a location where the body 
had been seen, to the north of the city.

While none of the constables or sergeants 
had written the words dead and walking in the 
reports, they had included enough details that 
we could discern what they were hiding. After 
a few years in the city I had become used to 
reading between the lines. McCollum had a well 
deserved reputation for threatening the rank and 
file when it came to a choice between writing 
an unbelievable truth and finding yourself not 
just fired but unemployable within the city, or 
leaving out any details that you would not want 
reaching the ears of the Chief, well, it was not so 
difficult a choice for the constables.

Beyond the names we had scant information 
to work with, certainly nothing that gave even 
the slightest hint at why the bodies of the 
deceased had, for some ungodly reason, decided 
to take it upon themselves to walk again. 
Fortunately, the violence of the incident in the 
hospital was absent in all of the other cases, 
which to my mind stood out clearly.

Five incidents, four of which were witnessed by 
a number of people and yet not a single mention 
of the man, corpse, whichever, attacking anyone. 
The aggression of the one at the hospital was 
notably different, which set my mind to thinking.

“Sergeant, do we have any transport to go with 
this fine office?”

“Not that I know about Inspector, I can call 
a cab though, always a few outside. Where we 
goin’?”

“The hospital, five cases, four of them peaceful 
if strange, the last one.”

“Nothin’ peaceful about that fella, tore the 
throat right out o’... Wonder if that orderly’s 
gonna start walking.”

The thought struck me like a blow and I stood 
so suddenly my thighs struck the desk and my 
head spun like a top for a moment. “A carriage 
Sergeant. Quickly.”

He stood. “Ya reckon that fella might, in the 
morgue an’ all. Right Sir, carriage.” He spun and 
was across the room to the door in three quick 

steps, then he was outside, and I heard his 
leather boots slapping on the marble floor.

Constable O’Bannon peered around the still 
open door. “Someat wrong Inspector?” His broad 
Irish drawl drew out the words but I had no 
difficulty understanding him.

“A problem I need to deal with, or something 
I fear may happen. What are your orders by the 
way, are you on guard here all day?” I picked 
up my stick as I spoke and stepped around the 
desk.

“That be the case Sur. Another lad’ll be here 
tonight. Till you sort someat out. Er, Sir.”

“Fine, I’ll make arrangements when I get back. 
Carry on Constable.” As I finished speaking I 
was passing him and he touched the rim of his 
police helmet then went back to glaring at the 
merchants and lesser people who dared to walk 
close to the door.

#

I had no idea what Sergeant Peck had told 
the driver, but the cab seemed to take several 
corners sideways with the iron bound wheels 
striking sparks from the cobles or flag stones. 
The horse was breathing hard as it skidded to a 
halt outside the hospital and the sergeant was 
outside and waiting before I had even picked up 
my walking stick.

“Sergeant, go ahead, find the professor, make 
sure he’s safe but be careful.”

He nodded and patted the breast of his 
sergeant jacket, the side where he had the extra 
pocket for his lucky truncheon. “Not ta worry 
Sir.” Then he was off at the run, leaving me to 
clamber out of the cab and pay the driver for the 
trip and a handsome tip for the haste.

“‘Ope ye get ‘im Inspector.” The driver called 
out his message as he whipped the horse into 
movement and was gone before I turned. Hope 
you get him. So much for this being a secret.

 By the time I made it inside and down the 
stairs to the mortuary Sergeant Peck and 
Professor Carlyle were waiting for me by the 
door. The sergeant stepped aside while Carlyle 
looked at me carefully then waved me to his 
desk and the chairs set there. Once again glad of 
my fine coat I stepped into the misty room and 
noted with some relief that the stone slabs were 
empty, the body of the orderly slain yesterday 
was absent.
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The professor noticed the direction of my gaze. 
“Destroyed. This morning, your chief constable 
came barging in with a collection of his thugs, 
pushed me aside and took the body across to the 
hospitals furnace. They threw the body in and 
waited till it was completely destroyed.”

“Did it, did it start moving?” Odd that I found 
it difficult to ask the question of a man who 
had seen exactly that last night, it seemed very 
different under the light of day to ask such a 
thing.

“Indeed it did, about an hour after you and 
the chief constable left. Though I’ll not be 
making that mistake again. I had the body 
tied down. Fascinating, completely dead and 
yet moving, trying to stand. This would make 
a marvellous paper, though I suspect my 
professional credentials would be brought into 
question were I to publish, not to mention my 
sanity. It stopped moving some hours later and 
was no more than a dead body when that idiot 
McCollum’s men took it.”

An idea was tickling the edge of my thoughts. 
“Sergeant, the other cases, the non violent ones, 
all of them involved a dead body getting up and 
walking away yes? No one tried to stop them?”

“Not as was reported Sir, some people saw ‘em 
wander off, others reported finding the bodies in 
the street.”

“The ones seen walking off, all at night, the 
ones found in the streets, were they during the 
day?”

“Yes Sir, far as I can tell from the reports and 
the lads I spoke to, you thinkin’ they only walk 
at night?”

“It does seem likely, though let’s not rely on 
that detail just yet. I’m more interested in the 
fact that they are walking at all. And in where 
exactly they were walking to. The one last night 
Professor, that attacked you, did you try to stop 
it leaving?”

“What, well, why... Oh I see. Yes, I think I did, 
out of surprise if nothing else. It sat up and 
I tried to push it back down onto the bench.” 
He paused then chuckled. “Never had such a 
thing happen to me before, I must confess I 
didn’t think about it, the body sat up and I tried 
to push it back down again. That was when it 
clawed at me, or tried to knock my arms aside. 
In fact, now that I think about it, the corpse was 
trying to knock me aside, it caught my arm and 
slashed me but it didn’t attack me after that. It 
was when the orderly came running and grabbed 
it that it attacked the poor man.” 

He scratched his chin, his eyes vacant for a 
second. “It makes sense, the orderly was tied 
down and was fighting the straps but only until 
dawn. Good lord, I need one of these to study, 
so many questions. Does the dawn stop them 
permanently or do they simply shut down in 
some way till nightfall? Why dawn, we are far 
from the light of the sun down here, how would 
it know the sun has risen, there are no windows. 
So many questions. Arthur, I don’t suppose you 
could... ”

I interrupted quickly, I could see where his 
line of thought was going. “Sorry Professor, I 
don’t think that would be possible.”

He looked disappointed then his face changed. 
“Well you can at least call me when you find 
one that’s walking, you know my home address 
don’t you?” I nodded to show I did. “Splendid, 
just following one and finding out where they are 
going would tell us so much.”

Quietly telling myself I should have thought 
of that, I promised the professor I would most 
certainly send him word if we found a walking 
one and it was safe to follow it.

“Good, good. And make sure you note 
everything and write it down, I find myself 
fascinated by this whole situation, though I 
would rather it was outside of the hospital. Oh, 
I wonder if we have any bodies on the premises, 
we sometimes have a patient who dies overnight. 
I should check. Though what I’m going to tell the 
staff, that is going to be a challenge, make sure 
you tie up any dead bodies in case they try to 
escape, they’ll put me in my own asylum.”

He was talking to himself as the sergeant and 
I left.

Chapter Thirty One

With the professor safe I found myself 
standing outside the hospital while the sergeant 
went to find a cab. Which gave me a few minutes 
to make notes, though everything was still 
supposition, and beyond my understanding as 
to the cause, if the walking corpses only became 
violent if you tried to stop them walking, and 
only walked at night, dealing with them perhaps 
became easier than it had seemed last night.

I had names and a few addresses of the crime 
scenes to visit, though were they crime scenes? 
Apart from the hospital no violence had been 
done, so what crime had been committed? Was 
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it body snatching when the body walked away 
itself?

The arrival of the sergeant with a cab broke 
my train of thought and I left the absurdity of 
my questions to be forgotten. After carefully 
climbing into the cab I gave the driver the 
address of the first event. He cracked his whip 
over the horse’s head and turned on the hospital 
drive then out into the street.

The first one of the bodies had been found in a 
gutter where two witnesses swore it had walked 
itself to, and then fallen over. Both were notably 
absent though others were ready to offer all 
sorts of gossip. But aside from confirming that 
the man’s body had been found there and had 
apparently got there by itself we learned nothing 
else. This was the one that had been delivered to 
Carlyle for a post mortem examination.

The second address was a man’s home, his 
wife was next door drinking tea and crying 
constantly while the neighbouring women tried 
to comfort her. It took several minutes to get 
any answers from her but she could tell me 
little of any use. Her husband had died after a 
lengthy illness, he had been coughing blood for 
weeks then passed away during the day, the 
neighbouring men had laid out the corpse in the 
font room for a doctor to visit the following day, 
then the woman had been woken from a fitful 
sleep to hear breaking glass and had rushed 
down expecting a thief, only to see the body of 
her dead husband stumbling its way through 
the bay window.

The third location was a church to the south 
of the river and we arrived to find a service going 
on, which seemed odd given the time of day. 
Until the priest noticed us and left two dozen 
or so people reading from their bibles while he 
came down from the pulpit to speak to us. Here 
the body had been placed ready for the funeral 
in the morning, it had stood up, walked across 
the church and out of the door left open by the 
cleaning lady. Her screams had bought a score 
of people from the closest houses, many of 
whom knew the dead man by sight. The whole 
neighbourhood was upset by the event and the 
priest had been holding extra services to try to 
calm them.

Which seemed to be working but none of them 
wanted to talk to myself or the Sergeant. Still 
the corpse had climbed off the bench it was 
lying on and walked out about half an hour after 
full dark which fit with the pattern that was 
developing.

The forth name and address was a small 
terrace house just behind the river docks. The 
carriage pulled up and stopped by the side of 
the road, a quick glance told me there were no 
pavements here, the cobles went right up to the 
houses. There were few numbers on the doors 
here though a quick count revealed that we 
should be outside number nineteen, that being 
the address given for one Simon Jones, recently 
dead and then reported to be not dead.

The Sergeant was out first as I carefully 
climbed down and by the time I told the 
driver to wait, then looked around, he was in 
conversation with a scruffily dressed man of 
middle years who stood ten feet or so away. 
Both turned to face me, and it was the local who 
spoke first.

“I know you, you be Thorn right, you was in 
the paper, them giant rats on the dock. So you 
here to deal wi’ the dead uns walking about?”

“I am Inspector Thorn and I’m here 
investigating a case though I can’t go into 
details.”

The man tapped his finger on the side of his 
nose, “Right enough ya lordship, can’t be talkin’. 
So which one be ya investigatin’ then? Old 
Jonesey or that sailor fella?”

“What sailor?” Peck was suddenly beside the 
man and despite the difference in height it was 
the bigger man who flinched. “Some sailor, night 
afor last. Blind drunk an’ got hisself mugged 
a’ bit too hard. Dead as a doornail they said, 
bashed in his skull. They musta been wrong 
on account a’ the fella getting up an’ walking 
off again half an hour later. Course by then his 
purse, valuables an’ boots was gone. Didn’t seem 
ta bother him much, he just up an’ wandered 
off again. Musta been real drunk though how he 
was walking what with half his head bashed I 
have no idea.”

“You saw him, he was badly injured?”
“Aye Inspector, thought he was dead meself, 

seen a fella run over by a wagon looked like that, 
side of ‘is head all bashed in, thought he was 
dead till he got up and wandered off, rollin’ like 
he was on the deck o’ his ship.

“Where did he go?”
“Down ta the end and left, back toward the 

river was all I saw, got better things ta be doin’ 
than following some drunk, specially with him 
being robbed already.”
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I gestured to Sergeant Peck and he walked 
back to my side, his eyes hard and locked on the 
local man. I spoke quietly. “Seven then.”

“That we know about Sir, that we know 
about.”

“Damnation! This morning the Mayor’s man 
was telling me four. We are going to need more 
men for this one.”

“Not a problem Sir, might need your name on 
a letter if anyone gets stroppy but I’ll pass the 
word to the lads at the stations, I know most 
of the sergeants. Let ‘em know what ta look for 
and ta send their reports ta your office, not the 
station.”

“That will help, until we have a better idea of 
what is going on here.” I walked a few steps to 
the local and raised my voice, so he could hear 
me. “Now, who might you be and what can you 
tell me about these two men?”

#

By the time we had finished with the last 
address I had several more pages of notes but 
little additional information. The last case had 
been much as the others, a woman, dead, and 
yet seen to stand up and walk away into the city. 
None had the courage to follow and by the time 
the constabulary responded it was day and no 
trace could be found.

Other than adding yet more evidence to my 
suppositions that these strange goings on 
happened only during the hours of night and 
that the walking corpses were not aggressive 
unless their way was blocked we knew no more 
than we had this morning.

It was the driver lighting the oil lanterns 
that sat either side of his cab that reminded 
me of the hour. I had little more than an hour 
to return my notes to my office, ensure that it 
was secure and make my way home to change 
for dinner. My feeling was that after the last 
two days it would be wise of me to attend. 
Though I feared I had few answers to Elizabeth’s 
questions, and she would have questions. The 
look in her eyes, the slight change in her tone of 
voice. Almost as if she had some idea that there 
were events of great significance underway.

Which was ridiculous. Nonetheless I most 
certainly could not share with her the truth 
of the matter. The dead walking the streets 
of the city, monsters, unnatural events, the 
supernatural, no, I most certainly could not 

bring such news to her ears and delicate 
disposition.

Still, I had a little over an hour to think of 
something, surely that was enough time?

#

It wasn’t.
With ten minutes left until the hour I paid 

the driver and turned to the open door of my 
parents’ house and the nod of Mr Winpole. The 
driver smiled and doffed his cap in my direction, 
given that I had retained his services all day I 
had simply given him a pound, not knowing his 
rate for an entire day. He seemed more than 
happy with the payment though and was still 
smiling as he drove away.

Through the front door Mr. Winpole directed 
me to the drawing room, from which came the 
sound of voices, several ladies’ voices, which 
seemed somewhat odd. Still I limped to the 
door and opened it to find no less than three 
young ladies seated in the big old armchairs my 
father has set in a half circle around the room, 
Elizabeth and two other ladies her age, all three 
talking happily about something or other. A 
fourth woman stood by the window, somewhat 
older and less colourfully dressed, the tolerant 
way she looked at the three ladies suggested a 
chaperone. 

“Arthur, just in time. I was about to send the 
constables out to find you.” All three women 
laughed at that, I smiled politely and nodded 
to the ladies I had not been introduced to. “Oh, 
these are some friends of mine. Allow me to 
introduce Henrietta Talbot.” She gestured to the 
closest young lady who stood and offered her 
hand sideways as a man would.

A little puzzled I reached out and she took 
hold of my hand, then she shook it up and 
down. Which told me most clearly, she was 
one of those young ladies with modern ideas! 
Elizabeth waved her hand toward the other 
young lady, “Lady Francesca Carmichael”, who 
remained seated but smiled in my direction.

I turned my face toward the window and the 
third lady. “Margarete Talbot, Henrietta’s cousin 
and safely married so the perfect chaperone to 
keep us out of trouble.” All four of them laughed 
again and I caught another laugh, clearly that 
of a man but coming from the bookshelves 
furthest from the door and window. Turning my 
head sharply, my gaze fell upon an elderly man, 
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seated on a leather stool and gracefully flicking 
through one of my Father’s leather bound books.

Noticing my gaze the man stood and walked 
silently across the room, offering his hand to me. 
His fingers were long, such as you would expect 
of an artist, but he was not lacking in strength 
as he met my grip firmly, but without the manly 
attempt to crush my fingers that some men 
used. One of the reasons why I did not shake 
hands with the Chief Constable, one among 
many but still a reason.

“Since Elizabeth seems to have forgotten about 
me, allow me to introduce myself, I am Professor 
Montague Edward L’Estrange, an honour to 
meet you Inspector Thorn, an honour indeed.”

He stepped backward after carefully checking 
behind himself then swept the room with a 
glance, which I noted lingered on both the 
door and the window. I had seen my Father 
do the same from time to time and had dared 
to question the action as young lads do. “Just 
making sure there aren’t any of those dammed 
Thuggee hiding anywhere” my father had said, 
which of course left me puzzled so I asked 
him what a Thuggee was. The answer left my 
younger self fearful of going to sleep for days 
afterwards but years later gave me a clue as to 
the varied career my father had followed in the 
service of the Queen.

Before I could say anything else there came a 
cough from the doorway followed by the voice of 
Maud the house maid. “Dinner be ready ladies 
and gentlemen.”

Smiling tolerantly, I watched as a veritable 
horde of young ladies and their chaperone 
rushed past me and out of the door, then the 
professor moved beside me, stepping into view. 
“Is it safe to leave?” His voice had the ring of 
humour about it and oddly I felt I liked the man, 
for having met him mere minutes before and 
having exchanged no more than a few words 
with him. Something about him said he was 
a good man, though with his somewhat worn 
and weathered suit and manner he struck me, 
for some reason, as being a man who would be 
more often found in some dusty Egyptian ruin 
than in a grand library.

I waved him to precede me and I limped out 
into the hall behind him. It had been a long day 
and despite the brace and two full spoons of 
the medicinal I was finding it difficult to walk. 
Dinner would be seated of course, but still. 
“Maud, would you be kind enough to go up to 

my room, on the dressing table, a small box, the 
one that contains my medicinal.” 

“Yes sir, I see it when I clean.”
“Would you be kind enough to put two spoons 

of the powder in a glass for me, along with a 
shot of good Scotch and bring it into the dining 
room. The little silver spoon, its beside the box.”

“Right away sir.” She bobbed a curtsey and 
waited until I started walking again then briskly 
headed for the staircase.

In the dining room I found the professor 
holding the chair for one of the ladies, Henrietta 
Talbot was already seated, and Elizabeth smiled 
as I came in and reached for the back of her 
chair, we had had a number of good natured 
arguments about propriety and my knee, but 
I still managed to hold her chair as she seated 
herself at every formal occasion. She retaliated 
by taking obvious pleasure in trying to hold my 
chair when we sat in private.

With everyone seated Mr and Mrs Winpole 
began to serve the starter which was Oxtail 
soup by the smell, along with wine for everyone, 
a fine year from the house cellar though I had 
little taste for wines, however all the wines in my 
Father’s cellar were good or excellent, something 
that made him a most popular host when in the 
city.

We had barely started the soup and the sort 
of polite conversation that was acceptable at 
dinner when Maud appeared at my shoulder 
and discretely passed me a glass, I must say I 
blinked as I took it, there must have been three 
full fingers of scotch in the glass and it was still 
swirling slightly from where she had stirred in 
the medicinal.

I thanked her and took a sip then another 
then emptied the glass, placing it on the table 
out of the way. Looking up I noticed Elizabeth’s 
eyes were upon me, a touch of concern on her 
face. I smiled to reassure her, and she turned 
back to the conversation with the other young 
ladies, something about someone getting 
married to the wrong gentleman or some such. 
Nothing of interest to myself.

Instead I turned my attention to the excellent 
soup which was soon gone and then rather 
than eavesdrop on the ladies I glanced at the 
other guest at the table, only to find him already 
looking at me.

“Professor.” He nodded.
“Indeed, I am, for my many sins, Oxford, a full 

tenure.”
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“Pardon my intrusion but how do you know 
Elizabeth?”

He glanced at the young ladies who had also 
finished their soup and now had their heads 
close together, talking quietly but with some 
intensity. “Many years ago, her father introduced 
me to the family. She was something of a tomboy 
then, no taller than this,” he held out his 
right hand to indicate a child of perhaps eight 
or ten, “adventurous though, climbing trees 
and getting in to trouble. She seems to have 
become somewhat more ladylike since then.” He 
chuckled.

“I certainly have no reason to doubt that, 
Professor. So, what brings you to our city?”

“Business, I arrived this very afternoon by 
train from London and Elizabeth was there 
with her friends having tea at a place beside 
the station. She called out to me and wanted to 
know what I was here for then insisted I join you 
for dinner. I must say I was reluctant to impose 
until she mentioned your name.”

“My name?” A touch of suspicion came to me.
“Indeed, you have something of a reputation in 

my field, in fact—”
“Your field. Just what is your field?” The 

suspicion was being replaced by anger.
“My apologies, I hold three doctorates. 

Sociology, Cultural studies and Theology. 
Though I specialise in ancient societies and 
their cultures along with their myths and 
superstitions, amongst other things.” The last 
three words were spoken more quietly and 
sounded most cryptic.

“Hardly something to involve myself Professor, 
I fail to see why you would want to meet me?”

He glanced across the table, toward the ladies 
who were now making appreciative sounds as 
Mrs Winpole placed plates of carved beef before 
them, nicely pink on the inside and tender 
enough to fall apart on the fork. The smell was 
delightful, and Mr Winpole was busy carving 
more slices from the steaming joint on the 
serving table.

“Perhaps we could talk after dinner. Ah thank 
you madam, that looks delicious.”

Mrs Winpole placed plates before myself 
and L’Estrange and the food did indeed look 
delicious. Then both of the Winpoles placed 
silver dishes of vegetables on the table and 
topped up our wine before leaving us to enjoy 
our food.

I looked toward the young ladies who were 
good naturedly sharing out the various dishes 
then turned my gaze back to the gentleman 
beside me and nodded sharply. After dinner.

#

Pleasantly full after the main course and the 
stewed apples with a cream and rum sauce, we 
had retired, L’Estrange and myself to the reading 
room for a scotch and the four ladies to the 
drawing room to carry on with the conversation 
that had so engaged them during dinner.

Having poured both my guest and myself a 
glass and settled into the tall-backed chairs, I 
took a sip and looked at L’Estrange. “So, what is 
it you wished to discuss?”

“The corpses of the dead walking the streets.”
I managed not to splutter, barely avoiding 

embarrassment and wasting fine scotch, then 
glared at the man. “I have no idea... ”

“Please Inspector, I know of most of your 
cases, by rumour if nothing else, the monster 
you killed on the boat, the thing that was 
the real killer, not those oversized rats the 
newspapers made such a fuss over.”

I wasn’t sure what my face showed of my 
emotions as my thoughts were tangled indeed, 
anger, disbelief, wanting to deny and yet secretly 
happy that I did not need to. Something must 
have been clear to see as he continued speaking.

“I have spent my life fighting the supernatural, 
Mr Thorn, the unnatural, the creatures that 
cloak themselves in darkness and consider 
humans as prey. Certainly not with such 
success as you have achieved, but we are not so 
different when it comes down to it. Both fighting 
a secret war to defend our world against the 
monsters.”

“Go on.” I hoped my voice was non-committal 
because I did not wish to sound too eager to 
hear more, but I was.

“I have become, over many years, a scholar 
of the unknown, the mysterious, those dark 
and terrible secrets that man was not meant 
to know. I study superstitions and myths right 
enough, but I also study the truth to those 
stories, and all too often fight against those 
truths. Alongside good friends and staunch 
allies.” He paused to take a sip of the Scotch.

“We have never met, but your deeds are 
known to many, despite the effort to keep 
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them secret. There is, in fact, a network 
of scholars and others, like myself, across 
Europe, who stand against the unspeakable 
foes that beset civilisation. We keep each other 
informed, well we used to, times are changing, 
the Germans are becoming more involved in 
their own dealings and less in matters that 
fall outside of their Empire and some of other 
nations are doing the same. Still we exchange 
information where we can, that includes 
reports of monsters seen and defeated and 
what we know of such encounters. The beast 
you slew, for example, has been seen a total 
of three times before your encounter and each 
time it slew every man who stood against it, 
even cannon fire from a light naval gun failed 
to bring one down so the news that you had 
slain one with a pistol, let me tell you, that 
one spread most quickly.” He took another sip 
of his drink.

“I thought that had been kept silent, 
certainly here in the city the Chief Constable 
went to considerable effort to... Wait, the 
monster, it was taken by men from London. 
You?”

“I saw it later, it is in fact in an ice store 
deep under a certain ancient building not 
far from the palace. I have worked with the 
gentlemen who took it several times in the 
past, I was able to persuade them to allow me 
to examine it. A most fearsome foe and slain 
by a pair of men armed with no more than 
pistols. Remarkable!”

“The pistol I used is hardly of the common 
sort L’Estrange.” I did not even think to speak 
of the sergeant’s lucky club.

“Of course, perhaps I could examine it later, 
and more importantly the bullets you used. 
Perhaps some unusual metal or combination 
of metals that the thing was vulnerable to.”

“I will consider it.”
“Most kind. Now, the dead who walk. A 

significant problem if they are hostile, or 
under the command of someone or something 
that intends us ill. I understand that there 
have been four cases to date, hardly an army 
but... ”

“Seven. That we know about.”
“Ah. And no indication of what is causing 

the dead to rise.” He paused and hummed 
quietly to himself. “We need to find the 
cause, stop this before it spreads to far. As 
it happens, I came to the city to speak to 
someone about this matter, a lady who has 

been of considerable aid to those like me who 
defend our world from the darkness.”

“A lady?”
“Yes, though do not let her gender 

or apparent age fool you. She is more 
knowledgeable than I am in certain fields and 
she is no delicate flower likely to faint at the 
mere sight of danger. My plan is to visit her 
tomorrow evening, perhaps you would care to 
join me, I suspect she would like to meet you 
and we both may learn more about the threat 
that hangs over this city.”

“If it helps with this case, I will most 
assuredly do so.”

“Splendid, where shall we meet?”
“My office, in the corn exchange, any 

cab driver will know the building, ask the 
doorman, my office is toward the back of the 
building.”

“Good. Shall we say at sunset.”
I nodded my agreement and we spent the 

next two hours deep in conversation about 
subjects that could not be discussed in front 
of the ladies. Then, with Elizabeth and her 
friends already retired I bid L’Estrange good 
night. Mr Winpole had set out every guest 
room to provide for all the dinner guests and 
so each of us went to our beds with much to 
think on.
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The moment Nicolas steps into the apartment 
he sees the white orb on the kitchen table. His 
heart pounds and he freezes, hand on door 
handle. The appearance of the orb is not entirely 
unexpected, but he has been wondering when. 
He looks for signs of breaking and entering, 
there are none; as is the case everywhere where 
the orb shows up. 

A couple of orbs appeared roughly two years 
ago. Then a more a few weeks back. And now, on 
average, 5 to 10,000 reports of orb findings daily 
and increasing exponentially. 

Nicolas moves closer to the object on his 
kitchen table. The orb is not large—perhaps 
five inches in diameter. No reflections from the 
surface. Pure white. Perfectly round.

It is the same story everywhere: people come 
home from holiday or work finding an orb in 
their home. No explanation. The ‘donors’ of the 
orbs—the official word now, even though nobody 
knows who they are—prefer a central location 
in the home. The orb is always delivered out of 
sight—no appearing in a flash of light or carried 
by a green glowing tentacled alien. No manual 
either, but the way it works is now obvious to 
everyone. At first, the authorities rejected the 
sightings as mass hysteria, but as the orbs 
started appearing in prison cells and maternity 
wards just after delivery, there was no denying 
the orbs were real. At present, 53 million orb 
findings have been reported—and those are 
just the official findings. Several ‘receivers’—the 
official word—probably keep their orb a secret. 
Latest projections suggest that everyone on the 

globe will have their own orb in less than six 
months. 

Scientists have run tests where they tried 
to cut the orbs, spray acid on them, bomb 
them, to no use. Not even a scratch. After the 
experiments, the orb would just lie there like 
an enigmatic reverse functioning crystal ball. 
And no one likes mysteries these days, Nicolas 
thinks. Everyone is accustomed to instantly 
finding an answer to their question. The orbs 
are an unsolvable mystery, which must be 
solved and therefore you can’t help yourself from 
touching it... 

… And Nicolas finds himself with an 
irresistible urge to do so. 

Lauren is coming over in a few hours. What 
now? He thinks he loves her, but he doesn’t 
want this... not now. He would like to consider 
for a while before showing the orb to her. They 
have been dating for a few months and are 
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getting to the stage where they are getting very 
personal. He has planned what to reveal of 
himself, when to reveal it and, most importantly, 
how to reveal it. He is considering which lies are 
necessary, and which can’t be checked. And the 
orb changes everything…

He knows from the official guidelines that 
direct contact between the skin and the orb is 
needed for a transfer. He walks past the kitchen, 
grabs a towel and sweeps it around his hands. 
Carefully he approaches the orb. He slowly 
puts his hands around the orb with the towel 
separating the skin and the marble-like surface 
of the orb. He lifts it… it is light! Intuitively he 
expects it to be heavy, considering it carries the 
memories of a lifetime. He doesn’t feel any heat 
or cold coming from the orb through the towel—
it’s apparently the same temperature as his 
hand. Slowly, he moves it and… it slips (or does 
it wrest itself out of his hand?), bumps to the 
floor and jumps towards his leg. The orb touches 
his skin for a fraction of a second… 

The world disappears and he drowns in 
pictures, sounds, smells, and feelings:

... holding his grandmother’s hand, nine years 
old, while walking through his grandparents’ 
vineyard outside Sisimiut… 

... admiring the delicate stone structures of the 
house walls in Windermere during a diving trip

... getting lost in a cornfield, five years old, 
screaming for his father...

... trying his mother’s car after breaking the 
digital lock (piece of cake)... he had nearly 
crashed into a pharmacy on the 144th floor of the 
Clarke building...

... the pain and endless fear, when pulled from 
his mother’s womb... how had he been able to 
recover from that?

He finds himself sprawled on the floor. The 
orb has rolled to a corner of the kitchen. The 
memories have already started to fade away—the 
way of the brain to cope with the complete recall 
of an entire life. He has read in the news that 
the ‘Recollection’ can be a hard experience, but 
normally the ‘receivers’ will get their bearings 
after a couple of hours. In a sense, yes, he 
thinks. He will definitely remember this for the 
rest of his life. 

He remembers more…

… a trial a month ago, that he had attended. 
The defendant, an identity thief, had brought his 
orb along to the court with the excuse, that he 
used it to refresh his memories. After all, it wasn’t 
considered a dangerous object. During the trial, 
the defendant had requested the judge to put her 
hand on his orb. “If you are to judge me fairly,” 
the defendant had said, “It is only just, that you 
take my entire life into consideration. There are 
some facts here, that you should know.” He put 
the orb in front of the judge. “The ball is in your 
court now, man,” he had said with a vague smile. 
Cheeky bastard. The prosecutor had protested, 
but the judge had turned down the protest 
accepting the request. The judge had retired to 
her office with a nervous assistant trailing after 
her carrying the orb with gloves. Next day, she 
had appeared again in court, visibly shaken. The 
press had turned up in numbers to witness the 
first use of an orb as a possible evidence in court. 
The judge had not, as many speculated, acquitted 
the defendant. On the contrary, she was now 
sure of his guilt but had only reluctantly and 
with tears in her eyes judged him the minimum 
required punishment. The defendant had seemed 
satisfied.

Half an hour until Laurel is here. She is 
always punctual—he likes that regularity about 
her. What to do now? He has been content with 
not telling her everything about his past. He is 
ashamed of it, but… why, exactly?

He sits down and retraces the fading  
memories—especially the suppressed ones that 
have resurfaced. He feels, to his surprise, quite 
forgiving to himself. He feels surprised by the 
way he has turned out. ‘What is a man but 
the sum of his memories?’ he had heard in an 
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antique computer game he had played as a kid. 
He has never felt quite right about that quote 
and later it had dawned on him: What about 
choice? Some of his actions had pointed out 
a future narrow path, where the next choice 
would be certain. But he hasn’t always taken 
the obvious outcome. He had had low grades 
in school, but he managed through hard work 
to make his way into university and is now a 
respected junior partner in a respected legal 
advising company. 

He looks at his hands. Tiny red lines can still 
be seen on his palms delivered to him by his 
father for failing him. Nicolas had in turn beaten 
other kids believing that was the right thing to 
do.

But he had stopped. He hadn’t beaten anyone 
since the age of thirteen, although his father had 
beaten him until he ran away at fifteen. With all 
the information society valued so much, no one 
had been able to deduce how he was treated at 
home. He occasionally has pains in his palms 
and he expects the nerves to be permanently 
damaged. Perhaps that made him drop the orb?

He has never laid a hand on Laurel despite 
persistent images forming in his mind about 
beating her on her palms when he is angry with 
her. He has not made his peace with the images 
but instead a truce, accepting that they will be 
with him for a long time.

He honestly doesn’t know if Laurel deserves 
to know everything about him. But he knows 
now what choice is decent to let her take. 
Even though it would mean the end of the 
relationship. If she touches his orb, there is no 
going back.

The door opens and Laurel steps in. She has 
her brown hair curled up above her dreamy 
green eyes, that is a mystery to him. A mystery 
he likes and doesn’t need to solve completely as 
long as the facts he has are enough for him. 

“What’s up”, she says with a big smile. He 
grabs the orb with the towel and shows it. She 
freezes, mouth open.

He can’t speak. He can’t move. He knows the 
right thing to do, but he keeps on clinging to the 
orb. Instead, she moves and puts her arm into 
her shoulder bag. She pulls up a round object 
veiled in a woven cloth. She pauses for a second 
and uncovers her orb. She half places, half 
drops the orb on the table and it starts rolling 
towards his end of the table. Halfway across he 
lets his orb fall to the table and it starts rolling 
towards her. 

And they both make the right choice.
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