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Stories form the cornerstone of human vocabulary; our concepts and language are embedded with allusions to the past, echoing tales as old as human civilisation, and older still. These narratives hold the essence of their storytellers, carrying the seeds of the people who shared them, so that their wisdom and knowledge, their triumphs and flaws are transmitted across generations, assimilating the traits of each teller with each retelling.

In this way, one can read a story as a regional genealogy, bearing distinct clues and markers from which one can trace the intermingling of people, languages, religions, and ideas.

Such stories might tell us about the migration of peoples: the Celts, a patriarchal society that moved from Bavaria to France, to eventually settle in Great Britain and Ireland, found themselves cohabiting the land with the Bronze Age natives of the British Isles, a matrilineal society. As the Celts ventured further into Ireland and Wales, their traditional stories became imbued with the notes and accents of the Mother Goddesses and a softening of the patriarchal notes. These narratives often depict a strong, patriarchal warrior who emerges as the champion and devotee of a distressed queen. He defends her and her people, who have retreated from the advancing Celtic invaders, against rival fairy hills, and remains on with her after the threat has passed in a state of bliss.

Or they might tell us about the migration of religions: to borrow from Joseph Campbell, the emergence of a powerful Oriental religion, in the form of Christianity in Europe, introduced a new way of being—of thinking—that was often at odds with the identity and consciousness of the Europe of before. In this, it was the imposition of a collective idea of identity. Yeats’s primary mask or the principle of dharma, both of which are put on you by society, and which relieves the individual of personal responsibility. 

In the Arthurian romances, Campbell finds the pinnacle of the attempts made to assimilate the Levantine emphasis on the collective with the European mindset. These are tales told in the Christian vocabulary with a completely European form of consciousness and are thus representative of the evolution of thought that occurred in Europe as a result of myth. One might say that myths are folk tales that have been elevated to the sacred; they are no longer regarded as fictional tales with some or other expression of value or meaning but are instead embraced as inherent truths. The Arthurian romances represent the European mind grappling with the sacred nature of myth while still maintaining and incorporating the individualistic values that so characterised the Europe of before. 

It is through these subtle contradictions that the first variegated limb of horror slips through—for what is horror if not contradiction; the unfolding of an impossibility upon the world. The tensions here manifest in many forms: in the imposition of new religious sensibilities, a desire for modernity or progress at the expense of tradition, and so on. Invariably, the unravelling of these tensions will expose some forbidden or forgotten truth: the proving of a superstition that violates the status quo, the existence of some entity or place that undoes the normative framework of those who witness it, a punishment for trespass for a crime long forgotten.

This is fundamentally how horror is conceived of within the strange and undulating terrain of folkore—as a collision, a duel of incommensurable truths, with entire worlds in the balance. If all structures are unstable, then that maxim finds its zenithal point within the pages before you. Who—or what—survives in this catalogus of calamity is forever changed. Indeed, to survive at all might be deeply unlucky. Here, between Scylla and Charybdis, characters must make a choice, and neither prong appeals: either they must flee as refugees of a shattered episteme, or eke out their lives in a hostile new order that cannot be reckoned with. In either case, horror endures.

Folkloric: Tales of Folklore & Horror is our humble attempt at teasing apart the contradictions within myth and folk tales. It’s an endeavour to map out the territories where tales transition from mere fiction into potent truths, and where horror emerges from the clashes between beliefs, traditions, and the inexplicable. There is a haunting beauty to be found in stories that can be traced back to a time before the boundaries of reason and logic restrained our storytelling. But, it is not only knowledge and wisdom that our forebears transmitted through such stories. 

It is their fears, too. 


Heaven’s Bounty

By Eneasz Brodski

When I reached sixteen summers of age, Father determined it was time for my brother and me to present ourselves to God. The three of us had just raised a hut for me and my sister, overlooking my newly inherited fields. We sat with our backs against the warm clay walls, watching the sun set past the edge of the earth.

“I have given you half my fields,” Father said to me, “and I have given you half my pastures,” he said to my brother. “The time has come for you to answer to God for yourselves. The fall harvest is upon us. Be ready to bring the fruits of your labours to the altar and you may share in the greatest joy man can know.”

My brother nearly leapt to his feet in excitement. “At last!” he cried. “Will you tell us what it’s like, now?”

I, too, felt a flutter in my chest, but I restrained myself from such foolishness.

Father smiled distantly. He gazed to the fiery horizon, his eyes softening.

“The reflected light of God, it is… No. I can’t describe it. Be patient. Just a few days longer.”

When the day came, Father led us to the sacrificial altar atop the largest hill. He had built the altar before we’d been born, of the purest, whitest rocks, as God directed. We stood behind him as he knelt, in the complete silence that comes only when God Himself stills creation for us. Tightness gripped my belly, knowing I would be there soon. The air began to shake as Father made obeisance. The fabric of all things wavered at God’s nearing presence. Father bent his head to the ground, and the holy flames leapt upon his offering of grain and meat. They sprang from nothing, a fiery surge of celestial satisfaction crowning the altar. Soft light bathed Father’s trembling body, and his shoulders shook in quiet, rapturous sobs.

Then the altar stood clean. Father dragged himself upright, wiping his eyes. He moved aside as my brother scurried up, always so eager to please. Abel placed two great handfuls of fat from a slaughtered lamb upon the waist-high surface. The greasy white clumps were nearly the colour of the altar itself. He knelt before it, and moments after he began, the holy fire leapt upon his offering. His breath caught in a choked gasp, his body tightened in a spasm of ecstasy. Then he threw himself forward and wept. My eyes stung in shared joy, and sympathetic warmth bubbled up within me.

When the last flames died away, I stared in wonder. There was nothing on the altar. When Father gave sacrifice, there had always been ashes left, but today God had taken everything. My brother struggled to his feet, still weeping. Father embraced him for long moments, pride etched into his face, his sun-dark arms wrapped across Abel’s shaking back. Finally, he pulled my brother aside. The two of them turned to me, their eyes welcoming and wet with joy.

I stepped forward, swallowing a thick knot of anticipation, and placed a sheaf of golden wheat upon the pristine white surface. I sank to my knees, I bowed my head, and I gave thanks to God. I closed my eyes and drew forth the gratitude and humility in my heart as Father had instructed. I gave thanks for our food, for our water. We were helpless without God’s love. My breath failed me. My strength left me. I was nothing.

Yet the altar lay cold.

Fear grew in my bowels. But God was love. He would not reject me. I bowed deeper, touching my forehead to the dirt and murmuring my devotion. The pebbles of the earth dug into the skin of my knees. The sun crawled across the sky. I cried out to God again and again. When the shadows grew long, Father cleared his throat.

“Cain, stand up,” he commanded. “It is done.”

I looked up, my back groaning in protest, and saw the sheaf of grain untouched upon the altar.

“God has had His fill this day,” Father said. “You have done your duty.”

My will left me in a rush. I couldn’t breathe.

“But… my offering….” A breeze stirred the wheat, and for a heartbeat, I thought God had accepted me. But it was only a breeze.

“Leave it behind,” Father instructed. The burn of shame engulfed my face. Why did God turn away from me?

My offering stayed on the altar for days as the birds of the field slowly picked at it. The winds scattered its remains.
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The spring harvest sacrifice was no better. Low grey clouds wept icy rain. The sacred flame was unaffected by the downpour, blessing Father and Abel with its divine embrace. I bent before the altar, giving praise to God. My body went numb on the sodden ground. A drizzling chill trickled into my every crevice, and the wind cut my ears. No fire came.

The following fall harvest, I asked to offer before Abel, before God had taken His fill. I laid my wheat on the altar and knelt. I threw open my heart, pouring forth my adoration. I do not know how much time passed, only that my joints grew so stiff that I could not rise on my own. I was emptied. There was nothing left in my veins. Every passion had been given up to God.

Still, the wheat sat undisturbed.

After a silent eternity, Father stepped past me. He hesitated by the altar. I looked up to see his face rigid as stone, his eyes stricken. He removed the wheat and set it down at the base of the altar. He motioned for Abel.

Abel approached reluctantly, placed two haunches of lamb upon the stone, then stepped back and knelt by my side. Within two breaths, the deep golden flame sprang up, enveloping his offering. Abel quivered with bliss as the glory of God shone upon him. It did not touch me.

A sickness overtook me. This was untenable. Something had to change.
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When we were boys at Father’s knee, he told us of God’s gifts. God had given Father the secret of fire. He had given Father the knowledge to sow crops and the knowledge to reap them. He created goats and sheep to provide us with milk and clothing. He created the entire world out of His love for us so that we may subdue it and fill it. All this He had done so that we would love Him in return.

God asked only that we demonstrate our love, so He would see it was true. He asked us to sacrifice a portion of what was most valuable to us: the food we laboured for, which kept us alive.

Did God doubt my sincerity? I would show Him I was true. That season, every day, I ate sparsely. Every night, I retired hungry. My sister suffered with me. When the time for the sacrifice came, I brought great armfuls of wheat before God, one after another. I heaped them up until they could be heaped no higher, until they spilt down around the altar and piled up against its sides. When I was done, there was little that could be seen of the white stone beneath.

The crows and the squirrels feasted for weeks.

I resolved to bring vegetables along with the wheat to the next sacrifice. I planned the placement and presentation of my next offering. Every night, I fell asleep with visions of corn stacked by onions and shallots, laid across a bed of lettuce. Grapes presented in cabbage leaves.

All season I chased away the rabbits and dug out the gophers. I crushed bugs with my fingers and tore out every choking weed. When the harvest came, I picked through every root, leaf, and fruit, setting aside the very finest for God. God would see that my offering was desirable, and I would be blessed with His light.

I strode up the hill on the day of the sacrifice, carrying a basket heavy with food, my feet light in anticipation. Today would be the day.

Abel arrived carrying Nan, the old goat bleating balefully. His eyes were red with crying.

“She broke her leg yesterday,” Abel said in trembling tones. Nan was older than either of us. I could not remember a time without her. “She will not live long. I… I will give her to God in thanks for all her years of milk and service.”

Abel lumbered to the altar and laid old Nan upon it. My breath caught. Was this not an affront to God? I stepped forward, but Father’s outstretched hand stopped me. He pitied Abel. He’d always coddled him. And who was I to object when all could see I knew nothing of what God valued? I swallowed my words and returned to my place.

Abel placed one hand over Nan’s eyes and drew his knife with the other. Fighting back sobs, he offered her a final apology. Then he plunged the stone blade into her throat. She did not struggle, only shuddered once, then went still. Bright red blood flowed over the stones and ran down the altar’s side. Abel drew back just as Nan’s fur burst into thick flames, jumping two arm’s lengths into the sky. He was struck bodily with God’s reflected glory, eyes wide, unable to move. The space atop the hill bowed outward as reality swelled with the outpouring of God’s approval. Abel spasmed in euphoria, tears streaming down his face as Nan’s body was bathed in smokeless fire.

He hadn’t even needed to kneel or scrape.

Nan’s head lolled over, and her tiny goat soul escaped from the gash in her throat. As it rose, trickling upwards, the fires leapt upon it. They blazed purest white as they danced frenzied in the air, so bright they hurt my eyes. They died away at last as the soul was consumed.

When the last of Nan’s body was eaten by the flames, Abel collapsed to the ground as if the strings holding him up had been cut. He moaned and rocked in the dirt.

My own offering was ignored.

I returned to my hut long after dark, having spent the entire day on my face, wracked with convulsions of self-loathing. I could not look at my sister when she greeted me. I climbed into our bed in silence.

The next day, the world had changed. In the far distance, many days’ travel away, great hills had risen—massive, jagged hills, unlike any we’d ever seen, climbing into the heavens. Father named them ‘mountains’.
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My sacrifices grew intricate. I saw now how lacking my first offerings had been. How laughably ugly the arrangements, how weak and wilted the produce. Of course God had rejected them. In His place, I would have done the same. Maybe I was just as blind to the quality of what I was bringing now. I could be disgusting God without knowing it.

Then I looked at Abel’s offerings. He brought the dregs of his flock, the crippled and the old. Used up, discarded livestock, unfit for anything of value. God ate up their flesh and their souls in great conflagrations. I didn’t know if my offerings were any good. But I knew that Abel’s were unforgivably wretched. Yet God loved Abel’s sacrifices. He loved Abel. Never me.
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On a warm summer evening, I carried a basket of discarded peels and trimmings to the midden gully. Just two days prior, my sister had told me she was with child. It would be our first. Even two days later, my blood still sang with joy. We had waited long for God to bless us.

I considered the basket as I walked. It was a fine thing and strong. Woven just the way God had instructed Father in the first days. I considered my hands, holding the basket. They were fine hands and strong. They had grown hard over the years of working the soil, unlike Abel’s soft paws. Likewise, muscles corded my body from working the fields. Abel had grown tender from watching his flock. My sons would be strong. They would inherit the earth and work it like Abel’s sons never could.

I tipped the basket over the edge of the gully, eyeing the weeds and brambles that grew below. They, too, were strong. Larger, leafier, and more vibrant than their brothers up here or anywhere else in the world.

Why should that be?

I set down the basket and considered. In my childhood, when the world was young, the plants grew equally vibrant everywhere. But now, this gully fared far better than the rest. I clambered down the slope, heedless of the smell. There was a secret here.

As I descended, the ground changed beneath me. It sunk under my weight. I crouched down and lifted the soil to inspect it. The earth here was a rich black and damp, and tiny fibres held it in clumps. And the smell! A thick, musky aroma filled my nostrils. This was the pregnant belly of the earth. This was what life smelled like.

We had created this. We had thrown our leavings here, and they had fed the soil. I could see the remnants in the dirt, smell the lingering scents of decay. Old life fed anew.

I filled the basket with soil from the gully to spread on my fields. I returned over the following days to do this many more times.
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My next crop was a wonder to behold. I brought in a rich harvest, plump and healthy. The morning of the sacrifice, I packed my basket carefully. I refused to hope. I refused to picture the bounty of my field going up in beautiful amber fire. I would climb the hill, leave my offering, make my obeisance, and return. Nothing would be different.

A bright glimmer in my heart called me a liar. I ignored it, and so it felt only like a cool void when it was snuffed out.

When I returned, Mother waited before my hut, wrapped in furs against the cold. Her eyes held hope that faded when she took in my countenance.

“Son,” she said, barring the entrance, “It is time to accept what God is telling you. You must offer Him the flesh of animals.”

“I have no animals to give,” I replied.

“Abel’s flock has grown large. He has sheep and goats to spare. Give him the rich banquet you offer to God, the food that goes to waste. Your brother will give you an animal in exchange, which you can offer to God.”

Anger flared within me, leaping upon my heart the way that God’s flames leapt upon a sacrifice of flesh. The heat of it expanded my chest and licked up my throat. When I spoke, my words seared the crisp air.

“I will not offer up the fruits of my brother’s labour in place of my own! The gifts of the earth are what my hands bring into this world. When God asks that I give of myself, that is what I bring. That is who I am.”

“Do not allow your pride to separate you from God,” Mother chided. “You give up just as much of yourself whether you place your crops upon the altar or exchange them for a more pleasing offering.”

“I cannot ask God to love me for Abel’s deeds. Should I also ask Abel to sow his seed in my sister so that I can raise his children?”

Mother’s hand snapped out and struck me across the cheek.

“You are a prideful man! Soon you will have a child. You must place its needs before your own. Do not reject God’s blessings so blithely.”

I glared at Mother, clenching my teeth to bear down on the fire that threatened to burst from my mouth.

“I will win God’s blessing,” I hissed at last. “And I will do it as my own man and not as my brother’s help-meet. He is not my keeper.”

With that, I pushed past her and into my hut. I did not look at her as I entered, nor did I invite her in.

Abel’s sacrifices continued to be followed by miracles. The next day, a new kind of animal appeared. They were friendly and helped Abel herd his flocks. Father named them ‘dogs’.
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The night before the next sacrifice found me and my sister in our hut, preparing our offering to God long after sundown. We scrubbed the dirt from vegetables, trimmed shoots from roots, and inspected the produce for blemishes. Anything less than perfect was removed.

My work had not been in vain. Never had I seen such a harvest. The melons overflowed with juice, each bite bursting into my mouth and sending sweet liquid dripping down my fingers. The carrots cracked sharply between my teeth, firm and crisp. The beets were the deep red of blood welling from a cut hand. The wheat lay in waves of thick amber, spilling over itself like my sister’s hair when the sun first caught it in the mornings. The hut smelled of everything that was good in life.

But I had been scorned for so long I could not feel true peace, even here. God’s rejection was a thorn caught in the small corner of my heart, piercing me whenever joy swelled my chest.

“Do you think God will accept my sacrifice this year?” I asked my sister as we worked.

“Yes,” she replied. Little Enoch slumbered in a corner, so we spoke in hushed tones.

“You would say that even if you didn’t believe it.”

“I would,” she said, “but in this case, it’s true.” She held up a cucumber four fingers thick and nearly the length of her forearm. “Tell me about this.”

“It is a cucumber. It is large. It looks to weigh a—”

“No,” she interrupted me. “Do not tell me what I can see for myself. Tell me what I don’t know.”

I considered.

“It was picked just after its ripest week. The skin and seeds will be thicker, and the meat juicier. It will be less crisp than others but with a hint more flavour. The stretches show it drank too much water early in the season, but that won’t affect the taste or texture.”

“Is it good?”

I hesitated. “What do you mean?”

“Is it good?” she repeated.

“Yes. It’s better than most.”

“Look around you. What do you see?”

I surveyed our collection: the best produce of the entire harvest sorted, examined, and re-sorted. I was not God. I did not know all. But I knew the things that grew in the earth better than any man. My judgment was imperfect, but it was not so wildly off I could not see what was good and what was bad. The food around me was good. More than good. It was the best the world had ever seen.

“I see beauty. I see years of toil and dedication. I see a sacrifice that shows the depth of my love for God.”

My sister smiled and kissed me.

“If we can see it, surely God can, too,” she said.
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Oh God, what else must I do to please You?

I have given unto You the finest of my works. This is my life. This is all I am. I have no more.

Have I not thanked You enough? Have I not bared my soul to You? Have I not confessed to You every thought and fear and desire? My face lies in the dirt, my throat cracks for weeping and cries out for water, and still, I remain humbled before You.

The sun sinks low in the sky, God. Please do not leave me here alone. Again. Tell me what You want. Any answer at all.

Abel still waits and watches me. Father has enough shame to leave, but Abel says he wants to be there to see my glory when it finally comes. To celebrate with me. Must this humiliation be part of my trials, too? Send him away. Let me rise with my face hidden from others. Let them forget my name. Do not let this happen yet again.

How much more can I give? I have nothing left. Nothing I can do is enough for You. It is never enough.

…

Thank You for my life, God. And my sister and my son. Thank You for the food I eat, and the world I stand upon, and every breath I take. I am not worthy of Your attention. Thank You for this lesson in humility. I do not deserve Your love. I will be less unworthy next harvest.
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When I rose, the shadows were long. I gazed toward the feast arrayed on the altar, but my eyes wouldn’t focus. My mind was slow and stuffed with wool. All I could feel of my body was the yawning chasm where a heart should be. It hurt.

“Cain.” Abel’s voice came as if from behind many layers of hides. “Cain, I have another sickly goat. I’ll go get her for you.”

“Shut your fool mouth,” I told him.

“She’ll die soon anyway. I don’t want anything in return. This is a gift for—”

And the abyss inside me cracked. Rage erupted up from a place within, from a place that was everything I am. It shot through my veins, and my hand whipped around and struck him with a blow that echoed like a thunderclap. His whole body jerked to one side.

“SHUT YOUR FOOL MOUTH!” I screamed at him. The burning sensation surged through my muscles, knotted and hard. His sloppy, loose body wobbled back a step. It felt good to hit him. I curled my fingers down and gripped hard. I pulled my hand back, stepped forward to follow him, and swung at his face.

A burst of bright red blood sprayed over my hand. A strained cry from Abel. He pitched back, his clumsy feet caught, and he tipped over like a felled tree.

He crashed down, head first, into the stones of the altar.

A crack like wood splitting. Red splatter, like beet pulp, smeared over bone. Abel lay motionless.

Terror crashed over me, smothering my rage.

“Abel?”

I approached him, hands trembling.

“Oh no, oh no, please… Abel?”

And then I witnessed a thing never seen before—the soul of a man escaping from his lips. The first lost human soul.

It plumed forth for long seconds, coming and coming without end, vast as no animal’s soul could be. It wove into itself, back and forth, but always unique, every part of it tied to every other in an intricate web. It was so much thicker than an animal’s soul, weighted down with substance.

I felt my screams more than I heard them, tearing my throat. I fell to my knees at Abel’s side.

“Please, God!” I yelled to the heavens. “God, help me!”

For the first time, God answered.

Like a blast of lightning, holy fire hurtled from the sky. It pierced Abel’s soul and exploded into blinding white flames. The reflected glory of God hit me as a waterfall unleashed, and as my heart leapt, my gorge rose.

“Oh no, God no, not like this.” Unconditional acceptance flowed through me, a love bestowed from a place of purest heartfelt warmth. The flames burned white as a thousand moons, searing my eyes. They whirled about Abel’s soul in a maelstrom so glorious that the sky behind them looked black as night in comparison. Stars wavered behind him. The earth trembled below me. My body shivered with unstaunchable pleasure, the rays of God’s light filling up my body as if I were insubstantial. Every breath was a joy. I squeezed my eyes shut on tears of awe, dying inside, choking on vomit. “Please, God, no. Not like this.”

The substance of reality swelled and supported me in the air. I floated on ecstasy.

And then it was over. I felt sated and satisfied, and purified. I twisted on the ground, retching forth everything I’d ever swallowed and more.

When I could move again, the soft dark of twilight had deepened the sky. I pushed myself up. No blood stained the altar. There wasn’t even any blood on my hand. God had consumed it all.

I stumbled, and then, I ran.

I burst into my hut like a wild animal, gasping for air, startling my sister, and setting Enoch to crying.

“Get your things,” I said between heaving breaths. “Clothes, food. Only what you can carry. Take Enoch. We have to go.”

“Where?” Her eyes were wide, but she’d jumped into motion before I’d even finished speaking.

“Anywhere away. Far away. As far from God as we can get.”

“From God? What’s happened?”

“He does not want our love. He is an eater of souls. We feed Him.” I stopped for a moment as my father’s lessons crashed into me. “Oh… no… That is why we are to fill the earth.”

“Cain?” She had caught up a sack and had already thrown some clothes into it. My love for her nearly overspilled my heart at that moment. “What are we going to do?”

“Later.” I snapped back into motion, grabbing a sack of my own. “We’ll figure it out later. For now, we must run, and continue to run, and never look back until we are beyond His grasp. Once you and Enoch are safe, we can speak of what comes next.”

And so we ran. God is mighty and He grows with every sacrifice. I have seen beasts many times larger than any man screaming God’s praises. I have seen mountains vomiting fire. When Enoch’s sister was heavy with child, carrying my grandson, we witnessed the splitting open of the night sky. Stars poured forth in endless majesty as a shining, milky river. I trembled to think what must be happening back home to create such wonders.

I don’t know when we can end our flight. Maybe not in my lifetime. But I would rather spend my life running than be His livestock. We will find a place beyond His reach.

We’ll run forever if we have to.


Twiglet

By R.T. Wenzel

My husband picked up his fork.

I slid a twig beneath the thin neck of the cutlery, propped up the handle, and raised my eyes back to Lleu. He nudged his fork against the crisp skin of his capon, and the tines slid into the flesh. I tried to do the same, and the silverware slipped between my wooden fingers and clattered on the oak table. Lleu’s bottom lip pushed out like a toadstool.

“Never mind,” he said, plunging his knife into the bird. The juice ran out and over the gilded edge of his plate. “You don’t actually need food, do you?”

“No, husband,” I answered. “But I can still taste.”

I speared a salted cheese among the platters with my twigs and touched the small, pink nub of my tongue against it. My tongue had been the last thing Math made, and the part of me that felt the most like before—damp like the forest, muscled as a slug. But then, Gwydion had taught it the language of Lleu’s people, and my tongue had learned to make pretty replies to my husband’s questions or stay tucked away in the dark pocket of my mouth.

Lleu looked at the speared cheese in distaste.

“I think we can do better than these,” he said, snapping off one of my fingers. “My uncles must arrange something more permanent. It is inconvenient to have you so… unfinished.”

I looked down at my snapped finger and back to my husband. He lifted the twig to his lips and picked his teeth.
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Before they tamed and braided my mane into sausages, I knew nothing of form or edges. I didn’t know where I ended and the forest began until they bound my feet in calf skins and my body in fabrics that made my softness hard. It was only when Gwydion wrapped me in his lambswool coat I realised: I have a shape.

“What is your name?” Lleu had asked. I stared at him. His words were utterly unlike the songs of the river and the trees. Nor were they like the incessant chatter of soil or the interminable drawl of stone.

“Try your voice, child,” said Gwydion gently.

I tightened my throat. My tongue quivered with the hum that climbed my breath and escaped my teeth. “Blodeuwedd,” I bleated. My lips struggled to wrap themselves around the strange noise. I tried again. “Blodeuwedd.”

“I can’t call her that noise,” Lleu said.

“She will have language. We’ve put it inside her. Her tongue only needs to learn it,” said Math. “You must remember, she’s only just been born.”

“I shall call her ‘Twyla’, for her black eyes. Have you given her all a woman’s parts, uncles?”

“All the essentials,” Math said. “But a woman made of flowers cannot be deflowered, nor have children.”

Lleu traced my breasts and hips through the lambswool. His hands slid down my legs and counted my toes, which curled into the moist earth under his touch. “Should you not give her roots? Without roots, she may wither and brown. I don’t want an ugly, shrivelled thing as a wife.”

“The magic will keep her blooming for as long as she is yours. The day she becomes your widow, she will return to the forest.”

“And what will happen to her then?” asked Lleu.

“She will simply be,” said Math. “She will return to something unknowable, animal and wild.”

“Animal and wild,” echoed Lleu, his lip curling. “I look forward to that on our wedding night.”

But when Lleu took me into our chamber for the first time, I lay still and trembling, no trace of the wild about me. His room smelled like death and shade.

“Do not be afraid, wife,” said Lleu. He took a flower from the vase on the table, a flower with all the life gone from it—a peony, I thought, the name rising in my mind unbidden—and tucked the lifeless thing behind my ear. “You have no hymen, Math says. This won’t hurt.”

I did not ask what a hymen was as he took off my robe and undid my hair. Gwydion had told me I must do what was expected of me. “You belong to Lleu now,” he’d said. “There will be much that you do not understand. Place your trust in Lleu. He’s a good man. Or good enough.”

So I said nothing when Lleu lay me on the furs of things that once galloped, climbed, and scampered. I did not resist when he parted my thighs, and my bare skin touched the furs and hides beneath me. I sought the scent of something alive in that room, something not dead or dying. The bed timbers had been rubbed with cedar oil, a smell from the forest I came from. I gulped down the smell as Lleu thrust himself inside me and reminded myself what I was beneath this invented flesh.
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Math finished my hands in time for the equinox hunt, that I might eat at the feast with the dignity required of a lord’s wife. My fingertips explored the garden, the rippled feldspar, the cool soil, the feathered yarrow. I poked finger holes in warm bread, fondled the cold iron of kitchen pots, and caressed the rough living fur of the animals Lleu bred for hunting. I left off stroking the hounds; they smelled too much like men. I kept to the horses, who were discerning in their alliances and true to their smells, even while they let men ride them. I befriended one mare in particular, with a speckled hide and a progressive limp. Lleu found my attachment to the one useless animal in his stables amusing and declared her my pet. I called her Hiraeth. She had a name already, but it was a name given to her by men like Lleu, not a name that described the primitive shake of her head, the sound of her hooves on the earth.

Hiraeth and I stayed home to play in the meadow on the day of the hunt, and as the sun grew low, she lifted her nose to the west, whickering. The other horses emerged from the forest, their gait defeated and tired. The riders had the opposite bearing, sitting high in their saddles and kicking their horses to make them canter, baring their teeth in feral smiles, drunk with their conquest of the forest and the blood on the air. I walked out to meet them, but before greeting my husband or his party, I met the adolescent buck slung over the broad back of the last horse in the line. I put my hand on its cheek, stroked the chestnut fur. The eyes were only just beginning to dull, although I knew that on the inside, the organs would be grey, the blood congealed, the muscles and tendons dissolving.

Lleu ambled over to us. He stayed on his horse.

“Gronw took the winning shot, though I cut the throat myself,” Lleu said, proud as if he had brought down the creature with his bare hands instead of an army of dogs and arrows. “Come forward, brother-in-arms. Meet my wife.”

Another man, the lines of his face strong as a draft horse, ambled up on a grey stallion with enormous hooves. He dismounted and made a small bow. His short sleeves exposed lithe, well-muscled arms. He could have carried the buck himself had he wished it. His teeth were white as bones picked over by crows, and he stood with the confidence of a tree with its feet in the earth. I caught the scent of him on the wind. He smelled of death like the others, but it did not disgust me. It was the smell of life and cycles, the humus of the forest floor.

“My lady,” he said. His voice rolled over me like a storm, and heat welled up through my body. Bloodless as I was, the sensation was strange. I felt something other, something old, something alive.
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We feasted two days later, after the buck had hung. During sunlit hours, Lleu took Gronw out to ride his country. I saw them from the window, laughing, racing each other over the clover-studded hills. Lleu sat Gronw next to him at the feast and served him the same joint of meat as he took for his own plate. Gronw loaded the rest of his plate with buttered leeks and cockle pie. The men toasted the kill and ate.

While Lleu ate with the restraint expected of a lord, cutting small morsels and placing them on his thin tongue, Gronw had the unchecked appetite of an animal. His eyes gleamed as he loosened the meat with his knife and tore the thigh with his fingers, bit into the meat with relish. I chewed slowly over my haunch, doing so only out of respect to the beast, that his body might transform and live through me. I had no taste for the flavour of dead animals, when there was so much death already at the table. Their skins covered the tables, the men drank from their horns, and their antlers held our candles. I wondered if the souls of these poor beasts could rest in so many pieces.

After the meal, Lleu and Gronw conspired closely as lovers, their voices thick with drink as they discussed war. I took the opportunity to watch them unchecked. Two men could not be more different: one lithe, quick, sharp-tongued; the other burly, strong, honest. I had no heart, Math told me, but I felt the difference between the men in my chest. Only one caught my breath and quickened my imagined pulse. I grieved that I’d been given to the one that made me feel dead as the wood the table was made from.

“Moping over that horse again, are you?” Lleu said, startling me. His eyes were pink and starting to squint with stupor. Gronw turned to gaze at me. His eyes were black, lusty. I gathered my thoughts, blushing with the attention. Yes, the horse, I thought. The horse will do.

“I wish to have a groom look at her,” I said. “I’m worried she has a fracture or something invisible to the eye.”

“I know horses,” Gronw interrupted, leaning on the table. “I will look at her in the morning.”

I waited for Lleu to protest, to say Gronw was a guest, that nobles rode horses, not tended them. But Lleu barely attended to our exchange, too occupied with pouring more ale into his horn, which was becoming an increasingly tricky target. Gronw turned back to him and told him another dirty joke, and Lleu laughed so much he snorted his drink across his arm. I excused myself, saying I had a headache. My head did ache a little, perhaps with the noise, the meat, or the wine. Gwydion, to my right, furrowed his brow when I said this but made no comment.
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That night, when Lleu rolled into bed, stinking of meat and ale, I crossed my legs and began to talk quickly. More than anything else, Lleu liked to talk about himself.

“I heard you speaking of war with Gronw tonight.” Gronw. The name felt dangerous in my mouth, primitive, like the name that Lleu had taken from me.

“Do not fear, wife.” Lleu traced a finger up my thigh. “I have armies to dispose of invaders.”

“Assassins hold blades as sharp as soldiers’.”

Lleu laughed, and I felt a snarl touch my lip. His laugh was an arrogant, ugly thing. “My uncles protected me well against assassins with a geis at my birth. I cannot be killed during the day or night, nor indoors or outdoors, neither riding nor walking, not clothed and not naked, nor by any weapon lawfully made.” He slid my blouse down over my shoulder and kissed my skin. “No, I shall die in my bed, of old age, with your arms wrapped around me, like so.”

“Yes, husband,” I said, my arms limp around him, staring at the dead grasses that thatched the roof. I could smell the rot beneath the dry layer, mouldering. Lleu did not smell it, I knew. He only sensed the most obvious layer, never what lay beneath. He lifted my blouse over my head, attending to my breasts with his tongue as if he were a bear that had broken open a hive. I shuddered. He met my eye and grinned, thinking I did so in pleasure.
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“What’s her name?” Gronw asked, moving his hands confidently over the mare’s neck. I put mine on her, too, just that I might see my hands next to his. They were half the size, and I laughed, feeling light as morning.

“The men called her Galaeth because of her speckled hide,” I said. “But Hiraeth suits her better.”

“Indeed?” He took a knife from his belt to pare away the mud from the cleft of the hoof. “She does not have a broken bone but an abscess. Look,” Gronw said, pressing into the soft parts. Hiraeth’s flank shuddered. I moved my hands over her nose and her ears, whispering soothing words.

“Are the groomsmen blind to miss something that took you sixty seconds?”

“You are very fond of this horse, Lady Twyla.” It was a statement, not a question. “Wild things in tame places are close to your heart, perhaps.” He did not wait for me to respond but continued on as if we had been talking of the horse all along. “This abscess has turned inwards, hard to spot. I’ll speak to the groomsmen and make sure they purge it properly. But I’m sure you will give her better care than any man could offer.” He met my gaze. His eyes, which had seemed black as the night’s sky in candlelight, were warm and brown as earth.

“Will she recover?” I asked, concentrating hard on the hoof.

“Herbs will speed healing, but don’t ride her for three seasons. I’m frequently at my estates in the warm seasons. I’ll return to look in on her. And you,” he added softly. “You both need attention.” He brushed my hand as he caressed Hiraeth’s neck again, and I felt the whole sheath of my skin shudder.

“Hiraeth,” Gronw murmured. “‘Longing for a home she cannot return to’. Where is it she longs to go?”

I shrugged. “The open plains, with the wild ponies. I am sure a horse would rather roam the green meadows than be kept in a stinking yard. I know I’d prefer my freedom to any luxuries offered in confinement,” I replied.

“Luckily, you are a woman and not a horse,” he said seriously. “You have sovereignty over your choices, the same as every mortal of flesh and blood.”

“I am only made of flowers and spells, in truth,” I said, ashamed. “Lleu had me made and thus is my master.”

He let his hand touch mine for the briefest of moments. “Whatever you were born, you are a woman now,” he said and let my fingers drop. “No man can own a woman, just as no lord can truly own a horse. A woman is mistress of herself.”
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Lleu was busy entertaining his guests for weeks, and I slipped away at every opportunity. I took the horse Gronw had ridden on the hunt, the enormous stallion with the thick forelock called Angus. As I found the rhythm between us, gripping his back with my thighs, I vanished into the pounding hoofbeats on earth, the cool breeze, the green and gold of the forest. And then, one day, I found Gronw, waiting for me in the meadow beyond Clocaenog.

Gronw caught the bridle with one hand and took my hand with the other. I slipped down from Angus’s broad back. My skirt rode up and I felt the horse’s hide graze my bare thighs before my feet landed on the earth. We did not exchange a word as he let go of the bridle but not my hand. I took in the flexed ridges in his neck, the triangle of skin revealed by his open shirt, and the bristling hair at the seam. I took in his belt, slung low on his hips, and his legs that stood rooted and strong. His feet were naked against the fertile earth, and suddenly, I had an unbearable need to be unshod. I slipped my fingers from his, sat down promptly, and began to rip at my shoes and stockings. When my legs were bare, Gronw made a growling noise in his throat and crushed me into the grass with his weight until the botanicals beneath us released their aroma. When he took me in the clover and the native strawberries, the smells around me were not of death and shade but light and vitality.

Afterwards, my body—my wood-and-green, flower-born body—descended into the deepest peace I’d ever known. Gronw put his arm around me, and I sank into the little hollow there as if I would merge with it. I pushed my nose into the forest of his armpit, inhaling his wildness. Was this how it felt to be human, to inhabit your body? Over the crest of his nipple, a cluster of skylarks emerged from the canopy of the forest, veering in a circle to pass over us.

“I wish I could stay here with you,” I said, observing Angus peacefully crop sorrel nearby.

“If only,” Gronw agreed. “But Lleu will join the scouting party at the border soon. There’s bound to be a skirmish or two. Perhaps he will be killed.”

“No one can kill Lleu,” I said. Gronw laughed, and I snuggled closer to him. His laugh had sunshine in it. It was a laugh that made fun of no one, that took flight with the larks and joined the sky and the trees. “Lleu is no god. I’ve seen him bleed myself. Besides, every warrior hopes for a hero’s death.”

“Not Lleu,” I said and told him of the geis that had protected him from birth. Gronw was curious and asked me to tell him again, his mouth becoming long and thin as a mopoke’s.

“It’s a riddle,” he said at last. “Riddles have solutions.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, but he shook his head, and I lay back down in the crook of his arm. We did not speak of it again but lost ourselves in the warmth of each other.

When the rains came, Gronw built us a shelter from bracken and fallen poplar. The Cwtch, we called it: a word that described the feeling of laying in each other’s arms. I knew the landscape of his body now, and he knew mine. The storms woke up the soil and conifer smells outside, and I felt cosy as compost, invigorated by the mushroom aroma of the forest floor while the autumn rains fell gently around us and dripped off the roof. But then winter came, and snow, and Gronw left his estates and returned to Penllyn and his people.
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Gwenydd had a harsh winter, full of sickness. We lost a harvest to damp and a whole village under a snowdrift. I tried to fix my mind on small blessings. Hiraeth, for one. She was no longer limping and seemed so content tucked away in her stall—fresh straw underfoot, oats and ale stocked—I wondered if Gronw had been right about her being more comfortable in captivity. My headaches waxed and waned like the moon, but a new, gnawing feeling bothered me. I was blessed, or cursed, with no need to eat, but I experienced this feeling in my belly the way men described hunger, an absence that devoured me from the inside. I’d have done anything to see him again, to be with him, and not just for an afternoon. My virtue, my reputation, my morals meant little to me. I wanted to live no longer in the shade of appearances and good behaviour but wild with Gronw—animal, free.

Noticing that I was restless, Lleu asked a handmaiden to teach me embroidery. Indoors, sitting on the broken back of a tree they called a chair, the headaches returned twofold, clouding my head like a brewing storm. I dragged my companion outside, where we could sit against the earth under the wintering sun. She complained of the wet ground and chill air, but with my spine against a living tree and moss under my feet, I felt better. I enjoyed drawing the needle and thread through the linen. At first, I could only sketch winter branches, simple as my hands had been before Math remade them. Naught but twiglets, I thought, strangely fond of the memory. But with a little practice, I sewed leaves on those twigs and the flowers and berries that cheered the grey garden: purple hellebores, creamy dogwood, cherry-red snowberries, and witch-hazel. I measured the time away from Gronw in embroidered blooms, one cluster for each day we were apart. After a few days of working outside, my companion complained to Lleu, and Lleu forbade me to sit outside any longer.

“You will catch a chill, wife,” he said. “You have grown thin enough this winter. I will not have you waste away to sticks.” He guffawed at his own joke.

The headaches returned with a vengeance, and Gwydion noticed me rubbing my temples.

“It is not part of your creation that you should feel such things,” he said. “We mortal creatures feel pain, but you are of the woods, a magical being.” He traced the stitches of my embroidery with his finger. “Lavender, rosemary, bergamot.” His deer eyes looked up at me, searching. “You sew what you need, I see. Medicines to heal, to cure, to make whole. I’d thought you would be free of needs and pain.”

“Why?” I thought of the trophies Lleu returned with after hunting, thrown over his horse’s rump, their eyes frozen in fear. “Creatures of the forest suffer as much as men and often at their hands. The plants and trees, too, although they have not the voice to express them.”

“Perhaps,” he said, looking unconvinced. “I find it curious that you should wake up to these feelings when you were not born with them. You should only have the gifts Math gave you. Devotion, language, animation.”

“I can only be as I am,” I replied, and Gwydion nodded.

“That is true,” he said. “Even Math cannot predict everything. I will brew you some linden tea for the headache. But tell me, should they continue, or should they change.”
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When the first bluebells returned, a great fear arose in my imaginary heart: that he would not come back, that he did not need me as I needed him. The headaches increased, intensified. But he did come, first to hunt spring hares with Lleu and, the next day, to meet me in the meadow. His lovemaking was urgent, almost hostile. He rasped his hips against mine and set his teeth in a snarl, as if he would conquer me. But afterwards, he softened like a breaking storm and cradled me in his arms as I remembered.

“Will you come tomorrow?” I asked.

“Not on Sunday,” he murmured, touching his fingers to my belly and drawing over each of my ribs with his fingertip. “Sundays, I have a regular duty to perform.”

“Going to Mass to pray to your Christian god?” I teased.

“I worship no god but a goddess,” Gronw said, tracing my breasts. “And she is here before me.”

I laughed. “I prefer the goddesses, too,” I said. “You can feel them in the earth and hear their voices in the wind. Lleu worships a god made of words and rules, a god only to be found indoors.”

“I will share a token of my Sunday devotion,” Gronw said. He drew a steel triangle from his leather bag and presented the weapon to me between his hands, holding it with the gravitas of a holy relic.

“This spearhead, my love, I forged over a month of Sundays while my brethren were at Mass. Unlawfully made, in the eyes of all good Christians. When mounted on a spear, this weapon will kill your husband.”

“Kill Lleu?” My skin prickled, although the sun was warm.

“We cannot legally wed while you are still married to another,” Gronw pointed out.

“I care nothing for marriage,” I said. “Do the animals need their paws bound to care for each other? I’d be happy to be together, without the need to kill anyone.”

“We would never be free. Lleu may not love you as I do, but he thinks he owns you.” Gronw took my hands and his were warm and confident. “Do you not hate him as I do?”

I almost denied it. I was so well-practised at playing the good wife. But then I thought of how I had not known pleasure until I met Gronw, of how Lleu always acted as if I were a woman built to purpose. The twinge in my head obscured my sight and I turned my eyes from the light.

“Yes,” I said, gritting my teeth until I tasted the meadowsweet I was made from. “Yes, I hate him.”
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Hiraeth became the horse I knew she could be that season. She lost the jitter in her step, the uncertain shake of the head, and grew a determination to keep her own space, nipping and kicking any horse or man who tried to dominate her. There was little purpose in saddling her for the short exercises she needed, and one day, I simply pulled myself up onto her naked back and squeezed my heels. It was even better than riding Angus. With no leather between us, I could respond to her needs, and she to mine. We raced along the edge of the forest, and she whinnied as I jerked her mane away from the trees, as if we belonged in that place of shade and moss.

“I wish to take Hiraeth on a longer ride,” I said to Lleu that night as I stitched a crowned thorn into my linen circle with my nettle thread. “I believe her foot is sound again.”

“I’ll ask one of the stable boys to take her,” Lleu said carelessly. “I will not risk you falling and snapping a leg yourself, should she stumble. I have no wish to take a hammer and nail to my wife.”

“The grooms assure me she is ready,” I said quickly. “I thought you might come with me. We could take the air together, alone. We’ve had so little… private time together.”

Lleu paid attention then. A grotesque smile threaded his lips and bared his teeth. “Well, perhaps you’ve recovered your spark after all. A roll on the forest floor might do us good. You’ve been stiff as a doll in bed of late.”

I cast my eyes down at my embroidery and added a poison hemlock. “Yes, husband,” I said.

We rode out together over the thistledown field. Lleu sat on a short-backed stallion, his hunting bow slung over his shoulder in case a rare wild thing crossed his path he’d like to kill. I turned Hiraeth’s nose towards the dappled shade of the path that led into the forest heart and a drum quickened in my chest alongside the sound of the horse’s hooves. How curious, I thought. I’d never noticed my heartbeat before, nor the strange constriction that made it difficult to breathe. Get him to the Cwtch, I thought. Neither indoor nor outdoor, and Gronw will do the rest.

Several times Lleu wanted to stop, but I encouraged him to go a little deeper into the trees, making a game of it, daring him to chase me. He hobbled his horse when we spotted the Cwtch. Neither indoor nor outdoor.

“Looks like some peasants built a nice place to fuck.” He poked at the love tokens I’d threaded into the bracken roof and the protective string of bones.

“Fucking pagans,” he said, his arousal swelling in his pants. “I can almost smell their rutting.” I slipped off his belt and undid his shirt. Not clothed, not naked. Just a few more minutes. Gronw will be close.

Lleu smiled with all his teeth in the horrible way he had, pushed me to the ground and straddled me—neither riding nor walking. I clenched my jaw, determined not to think of that white slug aroused beneath the bleached linen.

In the shadows, I saw Gronw.

Lleu never even turned around. His chest thrust forward with the blow like he’d broken the finish line in a race, and he fell, head over my shoulder, into the leaves.

Gronw emerged from the shadows as I rolled Lleu off me. But the sound of hoofbeats came from the southern forest, and Gronw froze, scanning the trees. I stumbled to my feet and slipped my hand into Gronw’s.

Math and Gwydion appeared on horseback between spruce and fir. Gwydion cried out when he saw us standing over Lleu, and both horses broke into a gallop. Math had a magical shimmer about him as he grew nearer, as if his anger made him larger and more powerful.

Slippery as an eel, Gronw shed my hand and turned to run. I spun towards him, light-headed with shock, watching the long, muscled thighs pump their way through the forget-me-nots. That strong, passionate body ran away from the magicians fearfully as a startled doe. All the pride I felt in his embrace melted within me like candle wax.

“Why not run with your lover?” Math asked, reining in his horse. “If you can catch him. He has no intention of slowing down.”

I had no desire to run. I strode calmly to Lleu’s body, slipped the bow and an arrow from his shoulder and handed it to Math. If I had more skill, I would have taken aim myself. Math stood in his stirrups, pulled the bow tight, and loosed the arrow. The point flew true and hit west of his heart. Gronw tripped and fell, nose down into the meadow where he’d made his tender promises. Math threw the bow to the ground next to Lleu and kicked the ribs of his horse after him.

Gwydion was already by Lleu’s side, his hands fluttering over his wound, whispering prayers. Lleu stirred. I looked at him dispassionately. Unconscious, he was less offensive.

“He will not die,” Gwydion said. He turned to me as if I might rejoice in the fact.

I stood firm, but the wind picked up my hair, blowing it around my face. I did not ask what they would do to me. I knew what the sentence would be.

“How did you know to come?” I asked Gwydion.

“I looked at your sewing,” said Gwydion. “You drew things in thread I never gave you the concepts of. I’d given you fennel, but not hemlock. Roses, but not thorns.” His face was not accusing but concerned. “What are you doing, Twyla? You are Lleu’s. I bound you to him myself.”

Math returned to us, Gronw’s body slung over the hindquarters of the horse, as the buck had been that first day we met. The memories swelled inside me until I thought I would burst from my skin. All the nights I suffered Lleu, the wildness I’d tasted with Gronw. But I saw clearly now that he’d only woken up what was already mine.

“I am no-one’s,” I said.

I heard a whistle through the air, like the flight of a small bird. I touched my fingers to the rib where the arrow had lodged and felt the stickiness there. I turned around, feeling no pain, only surprise, and saw Lleu sitting up, his breaths heaving, the bow dropped to his knees, a sweat on his brow.

“Lie down, Lleu,” Math said. Lleu slumped back into the dry leaves. “You cannot kill her. She is not a mortal woman.” He looked up at Gwydion. “Bind her, and I will do the ceremony to return her to earth.”

“Wait!” Gwydion cried and ran to me, where I had fallen to my knees. He touched his finger to my rib. “You’re bleeding,” he said in awe, his finger red. “She’s bleeding!” he called back to the others in a voice that warped and faded. “We do not understand this magic,” Gwydion said as Math pushed his finger inside the hole. I pressed my spine into the earth, trying to drown out their voices with the sound of the wind, the birds, the earth’s creaking.

“We must be careful,” Math murmured over me. “She is a blooded thing now. Monsters are born of magic gone wrong.”

“We could heal her,” Gwydion replied. “It was Gronw that led her astray.”

The men looked down at me, and I half-smiled at them, my eyes drooping. I could see through their human form to their shining selves—Math, like a steadfast oak; Gwydion, like the grey-leafed whitebeam. I put my palms on the earth. I was heavy, so heavy I must sink into the soil.

“I stand by what I said. We must return her to the forest,” Math repeated, and Lleu keeled over, groaning. “Bring me some branches of that oak, Gwydion. Lay down, Twyla. Or we can hold you down.”

Math said some words over me, sprinkling dirt over my head. Gwydion laid oak twigs along my limbs and placed flowers of broom and meadowsweet on my eyes and mouth. The forest canopy rustled.

My fingertips broke first, green pushing through the prints, emerging as the first shoots of spring. The sudden pungent smell of rotting flowers filled the air, and my knuckles began to crumble. My hand bones lengthened under the skin, and then my wrists, my arm bones, my elbows. The flesh began to split down the seams. My ribs cracked, one by one, as if my newfound heart would burst from its cage. I turned to the sky and screamed.

Math mounted his horse, and Gwydion helped Lleu up behind him. I watched them through my hair, which was falling out in clumps over my face. The sinews and fascia bloomed beneath the dissolving skin of my arms. The sinking feeling was now repressive, suffocating. I tried to scream again, but my throat did not work, my tongue limp in my mouth as it, too, broke down.

“Come, Gwydion,” said Math and turned his horse’s nose to the forest. “She is only compost now.”

My eyes were still intact and I rolled them towards the men as my face pressed into the soil. Math rode off without a second glance, but Gwydion turned back. He outstretched his fingers towards me, his mouth making shapes like circles and eyes.

The howling green swirl slowed down. The leaves came into focus again, the bark, the lichens. Old words sang in me, Dod yn ôl at fy nghoed, and they helped my body release what it held, give it over to the earth. Perhaps Gwydion had put the words there, or perhaps I had known them always. I was no longer sinking into soil but rising in the trees. The branches pushed through my fingers; the sap surged in my veins. The broken parts of me joined again in new ways, running together like dewdrops finding each other on a leaf. I shook open my wings and articulated the feathers, each one following the next with no effort at all, as if they were all joined by a string and I only need tug on it. I was form and forest both, and as I caught the wind, I felt the soaring freedom that comes with being healed, with being whole. Dod yn ôl at fy nghoed, echoed the refrain in my vanishing memory of language and men. I return to the trees.


Cherimoya Promises

By Miranda Dahlin

To La Isla de Chiloé, With Love

The rain pounded outside the dark Cave of Quicaví as the disfigured boy slept deep inside the earth. It had been years since The Deformer disjointed the boy’s right leg, pulling it behind him until it grew there. It had been even longer since he twisted the boy’s head backwards until it stayed like that—until the boy was called the imbunche and he found it comfortable to sleep on his side, his foot a fleshy pillow for his head. He was now no longer a boy but the misshapen and feared guard of the headquarters of the brujos de Chiloé, the island’s warlocks. Still, he had boyish tendencies, so he kicked his leg out and tried to find the furry limb of Chivato, the other guard. The two had grown up together, and although Chivato was half-goat and The Deformer had not twisted him, he never looked at the imbunche with disgust, and for this small act of kindness, he was loved.

When the deformed boy’s leg found nothing but dirt, he remembered that Chivato had left him several nights before and he awoke with sorrow. With a grunt, he pulled himself up to lean against the side of the cold rock wall. The viscous darkness of the cave poured over his skin, rustling his thick bristles of hair. The lanterns were not lit. The oil—harvested with care from the fat of human flesh—had not been replenished. Mateo, the keeper of the guards, had not even come by with food, let alone oil, and the thunder of the creature’s stomach rumbled through the damp cave. The brujos had not returned for days and the two guards had been left with nothing but darkness and hunger. Eventually, Chivato had left, too, and the imbunche now found himself alone in the bowels of the earth.

Before they left, the imbunche had seen the brujos hunched together, their resigned voices speaking about an impending trial for witchcraft, but beyond this, he knew nothing—nothing but the gnawing ache in his hollow stomach and the feeling of loneliness seeping into the spaces between his separated bones. He let out a wail and listened as the echoes bounced around him. He knew that he was sacred to the brujos, that his duty was to guard the book of spells that the Spanish sailor and sorcerer José de Moraleda had relinquished to Chillpila—a powerful healer of the Huilliche—upon his defeat in a battle of magic a century before. The book, nestled deep in the cave, now combined the darkness of the Spanish with that of the Huilliche, and it was from this darkness that the brujos drew their power. If the brujos were the imbunche’s masters, the book was to be his god. But such a god cannot provide food when there is none, and so, after several nights alone, the imbunche left to find something to eat.

On two hands and one leg, he limped out into the night. He could feel the pull of the cave as he crookedly staggered away from it, but the wet air of the world above was not vastly different from that of his dank underworld, and he took comfort in this. He had only been out of the cave a handful of times before—when the brujos ran him through town to stoke the fears of their enemies—but they had never let him linger. The sharp, briny smell of saltwater stung his nostrils. His life in darkness had sharpened some of his senses, and he found he could smell the sour rot of human flesh blowing faintly on the breeze from the north. He turned to follow the scent, eager for his first meal in days.

Quicaví was a small village on a small island and the cemetery was not far. The imbunche hunched over a fresh-looking mound of dirt and dug until his hand finally hit what he was looking for. The liquefying flesh was tart on his tongue and he gulped it down greedily. Rain washed the black goo from his chin as he ate. Satiated, he lay on his back in the dirt and thought about where Chivato might be. When the imbunche was tired of that, he fell asleep and dreamed of nothing but cold, wet darkness and holes in the ground.

The cloyingly sweet timbre of little voices pulled him from his dreams of nothingness. A group of boys had gathered in a circle down the hill, just outside the cemetery’s gates. Curious, the imbunche rolled himself up, and on his two hands and one leg, he crept closer to the boys. Tucking himself behind a tombstone, he listened to them banter and tried to guess their ages. The imbunche knew he was thirteen and a half years old because the brujos had told him it was his thirteenth year in the cave. But the boys looked so different from him, their bodies straight and lithe, their skin smooth and tanned, and soon, he gave up on his game. The boys talked of El Caleuche, the ghost ship that patrolled the coasts of Chiloé, and in excited tones, they ran through the names of the islanders who had drowned and were said to now live on the ship. The imbunche knew the ship well because the brujos often spoke with those who began their second lives on the spectral vessel. Starved for companionship, he tried his best to swallow his growing desire to emerge and join the boys. They were speaking, after all, about something close to him. But even if the boys did not run away at the sight of his grotesque body—which he assumed they would, based on the screams of the villagers on those nights that the brujos took him out—the imbunche knew he wouldn’t have been able to converse with them. The Deformer had forked his tongue, and now, only Chivato and the brujos understood the meaning of his throaty growls.

Soon, the boys’ conversation shifted to the trial. The imbunche strained his mangled ears to hear the little voices in the darkness.

“My mom says that the brujos are confessing and they’re going to be punished. But she says the Chilean courts are worse than the brujos.”

Another boy chimed in. “Eh, Francisco, maybe that means you will get to meet your brother!” The boys laughed as a quiet, wavering voice responded.

“What are you talking about?”

“Everyone knows your parents sold their firstborn to the brujos. And you know what that means.”

“Not true.”

“It’s true, Francisco. My parents told me so. Everyone in the town knows. Your parents were poorer than we are now. Poorer than dirt. Your dad owed money to a landowner and had to pay him or he would be killed. Your parents would have sold you if you were first. That’s what my brother said.”

“My mom says that your mom was pregnant, and she said the baby was born dead, but my aunt saw your dad take the baby to the Cave of Quivací,” added another boy.

“Imbunche brother! Imbunche brother!” the chorus of boy voices sang, the melodies dancing in the darkness.

The imbunche felt his heart begin to pound in his chest. Was it true? Could he have had another life? Did he have a brother? The little boy named Francisco got up and ran away. The imbunche, marvelling at how straight he ran, waited until he was far enough away and then shambled after him.

The disfigured boy followed Francisco to the houses on stilts that dotted the shoreline of the village. He had never looked closely at them, but he had heard of them when the brujos spoke about the punishments they meted out on some of the townspeople. He wondered why people would prefer to live so high above the ground, away from the dark comfort of the earth. He watched Francisco go inside and then he crawled underneath the house, making his way between the stilts, and curled up amongst the rocks. It was too late to make it back to the cave, and after hearing the boys say that the brujos were being taken away, he wasn’t sure there was a point in returning anyway. The sea rose and fell against the rocks a few yards ahead of him, the waves sad and despondent. He lay back on his leg and fell into a dreamless sleep.

He awoke at dawn to a stick poking him. Certain that Chivato had found him, his mouth twisted into a smile. But when he opened his eyes, it was not the face of the goat-man peering at him, but rather, the terrified face of a beautiful boy. The sea had retreated further, and the boy stood on a rock that was slick with kelp. Frightened by the imbunche’s unsettling smile and bloodshot eyes, Francisco took a step backwards, and as he did, his shoe slipped and he fell to the ground, his left foot caught between two rocks.

As he tried to scramble backwards like a crab, the imbunche felt an affinity grow for the boy, who was now trying to move like he moved, on two hands and one foot. He made his way closer to his visitor, and Francisco began to cry. Balancing himself on one hand and foot, the imbunche placed his other calloused hand on the captured foot and pulled. Once the foot came loose, the boy pulled himself up and ran away, hopping from rock to rock, stopping only when he was out from under the stilted house, only when he was again in the muted grey daylight. It was then that he turned around and looked back at the imbunche. He wiped his tears, and his curiosity overtook his fear once more. The imbunche raised a hand, and the boy raised one back.

“Thanks,” he whispered.

The deformed boy grunted back to his little brother. Then Francisco darted away into the fog.

That evening, Francisco brought the imbunche a bowl of fish soup. The young boy watched as the slightly familiar creature scooped the fish out of the bowl with his rough and dirty hands. The imbunche was starving. He had been too afraid to venture out to the cemetery in the daylight; accustomed to the protective darkness of the cave, even the little sliver of grey light that filtered in from outside the stilts hurt his eyes. He palmed a piece of fish, sniffed it, and then slurped it up, his snake tongue flicking back and forth. He chewed with his twisted mouth open, his lips slapping hungrily against each other. The boy stared, mesmerised by the sight of such sharp teeth demolishing the fish-flesh. The imbunche was surprised to find that the meat he was eating did not fill his mouth with the rancid rot he was used to but, rather, tasted like salty ocean air with a touch of sweetness. It was a meat he could get used to, and eventually, he did.

Every evening for two weeks, Francisco brought down a cup of water and a bowl of fish for the imbunche to eat. He always came when the tide was not yet high and would sit on a rock a few metres away. As they ate, Francisco stared at the creature, cataloguing their similarities and differences. The Deformer had done a skilled job, but brothers can still sense one another beneath life’s injuries, and Francisco had accepted the fact that the two were indeed related. He had always wanted a sibling, but his mother never had another baby.

The boy became chatty once he warmed up—his school teacher had scolded him more than once for talking too much in class—and soon he began to tell the imbunche about his family, about the other kids in the village, and the rumours of their brotherhood. In long and meandering monologues, he told his long-lost brother of all the things he would show him: the sweetness of cherimoyas, the far side of the island, the warmth of a fire. Francisco slept next to the hearth in the house, he said, and promised that soon he would make the imbunche a bed next to his, and they could talk late into the night. The boy blushed at this, realising after he said it that the creature’s destroyed tongue prohibited him from responding with anything more than guttural sounds.

“Maybe we could get that fixed, though, and then I could teach you!” he added quickly. The imbunche nodded profusely. He had long dreamed of being able to speak as the brujos did. Wrapped in Francisco’s promises and plans, the ache he felt for Chivato’s absence began to ease, replaced by the hope of a new life with a new brother. Each night, he lay among the stilts and fell asleep to the gentle waves lapping against the rocks, wondering how he had ever slept without that sound. It was only in the dead of night that he felt the darkness of the cave pulling him back. But he had a brother now—a real brother—so he tried his best to ignore the cave’s call.

On the fifteenth evening, Francisco never showed up. Instead, the imbunche heard voices shouting over each other in the house above him, the sound competing with the rumbling of his empty stomach. The night grew darker as he waited for Francisco to arrive with his fish and his beautiful words, but nothing came to him but the scent of the sea as the cold tide rolled in. The imbunche waited out the next day, and when Francisco still did not arrive the following evening, he made his way to the cemetery to seek out his old food source. The quenching glee he once felt when he ate the corpse flesh, however, had transformed over the last two weeks into self-loathing and resentment. The decaying meat felt like punishment after the fish, with its flesh that was firm and fresh and sweet.

Evenings came and went, but Francisco did not return. Night after night, heartbroken and lonely, the imbunche emerged from under the house. New mounds began to appear in the graveyard, hastily covered holes where the imbunche had dug out large pieces of the interred, dragging a rotting arm or leg out for his late-night meal. He ate in the cave in case Chivato or the brujos showed up, and when they did not, he returned to his place under the stilted house to wait out the day with the hope that Francisco would arrive in the evening.

The imbunche had never been by himself for so long. Each day that he spent hidden away under the house, his hatred for himself grew, and so did his anger for Francisco. The imbunche knew he was feared, but he did not feel like a monster until he saw the boy; Francisco was beautiful, and the imbunche was nothing but his repulsive shadow. The young, handsome boy was above him, in that warm house, with parents who loved him, with fish and the warmth of a fire. He knew that a deformed cave creature, trained in violence to protect the region’s dark power, would never be offered such delights in Quicaví or anywhere else on the Isla de Chiloé. The brujos had tried to hold onto Chillpila’s power, to offer the islanders something different to revere and fear, something better than the Spaniards’ rule, different from the Chilean state. Like everything, that required sacrifices, and the imbunche now realised that his life as a boy was one of them. His sacrifice offered Francisco the hopeful life he could never know, and the ungrateful Francisco had not only abandoned him but had lied to him, too—had broken his promises, and that was worse than Chivato’s departure, worse than the disappearance of the brujos.

Francisco finally did return one evening, a couple of months later, on a night when the cold wind howled and the angry waves of the South Pacific crashed ashore with fury, a night when the cave sang loudly to the imbunche in the darkness.

“You’re still here. I’m sorry. I told my parents about you, and they forbade me from seeing you. They watched me closely. I couldn’t come. But they’re not home tonight, and I wanted to show you—”

Though Francisco tried to show his shame, his face looked disingenuous to the imbunche, who did not let him finish. The cave chanted to its former inhabitant, its haunting susurrus carried on the wind. Rage rose up the disfigured boy’s crooked neck. He launched himself at Francisco and knocked him to the ground. Over and over again, he knocked that boy’s head on the rocks. The ocean lurched ferociously, wanting Francisco for itself; the waves pushed and pulled, aching for a drowning, influenced by the ghostly sailors on El Calueche who always needed more hands on deck. But the imbunche was too heartbroken and hungry to share. He leaned over and tore off a piece of the boy’s abdomen with his pointy, blackened teeth. He slurped and swallowed piece after piece of his now-dead brother, and when he finally had his fill, he pushed the remains into the sea and ambled out from under the stilts and up to the house. Maybe his parents would love him if they were forced to—if he was all they had left, he reasoned half-heartedly.

When he pushed open the creaking wooden door, however, he was greeted by the sight of two bowls of fish soup laid out next to two little blankets. Despair flooded the imbunche. An anguished scream wound its way up through his twisted body, joining the angry ocean waves and the Cave of Quicaví as they sang their old song of darkness.


Krampusnacht

By C. L. Werner

Hilda Schultz laid a reassuring hand on the old draft horse’s neck. The animal never liked trains. Something about the sounds and smells of a steam engine, she supposed. Usually, when she went into Kaiserstein, she’d leave her cart at Otto Brandt’s stables and just walk through town to the station, but today that wasn’t an option.

She was going to the train station alone, but she wouldn’t be leaving the same way.

Hilda looked down the tracks leading to the south. There wasn’t any sign of the train yet. Unlike Italy, Austria didn’t have a Mussolini to get the trains running on time. The best crews and machinery were relegated to places like Vienna, not an Alpine backwater like Kaiserstein. It might be another hour before the 2:30 arrived. Plenty of time to think about why she was here and who she’d come to meet.

The old woman sighed as she climbed the few steps up to the platform. She could feel the winter chill tightening around her bones. She’d spent her entire life in the Alps, but still, the frosty kiss of the mountain winds nagged at her as November faded into December. Sometime before Christmas, she’d be adjusted to the cold, but just now, it was persistent vexation.

“Good afternoon, Frau Schultz,” the stationmaster greeted her from the little kiosk poised at one end of the timber awning that shaded the platform. His railway uniform was as immaculate as that of a soldier on parade, every button and badge gleaming with polish. “Expecting a package from Germany today?”

It was a natural enough question for him to ask. She often received packages from her son in Bavaria. Today would be something different. She didn’t know how to answer the stationmaster, so she pretended not to notice him and walked down to the far end of the platform. Being thought rude was the least of her worries right now.

There was something coming on the train, but it wasn’t sent by Ernst. It was from her daughter-in-law—something she didn’t want in her house anymore.

The letter was in her pocket. It had arrived a few days ago. Hilda didn’t need to look at it to recall every word written there. She was still in disbelief. She didn’t want to accept what it said. She couldn’t reconcile its contents with what she remembered.

The blast of a steam whistle drew Hilda’s attention to the tracks. The train was there, huffing its way towards the station, only a few minutes behind schedule today. Almost as though it were in a hurry to rid itself of what it was carrying. The old woman frowned at her sense of foreboding. What Ernst’s wife had written couldn’t be true. Oh, to be sure, the worst of it must be, but the rest? Those horrible accusations? Never! She wouldn’t believe that.

The platform shivered under Hilda’s feet as the train rumbled into the station. A blast of steam vented from the engine as it stopped, pistons still chugging as the machinery idled. Townsmen helped unload cargo from the stock car while Kaiserstein’s postmaster retrieved a sack of mail from the conductor. Hilda walked toward the passenger cars, peering up at the windows to get a glimpse at the occupants. She stopped when she saw someone disembark ahead of her. A strange sensation of delight and uncertainty gripped her heart as she saw her grandson Klaus step onto the platform.

It had been two years since Hilda had seen the boy. The pleasure she derived from simply knowing he was here now was tempered by the awful things his mother had written. Hilda’s eyes roved over the ten-year-old. He’d certainly grown and had a mature quality about him that she couldn’t entirely credit to the smart blue suit he’d worn for his trip. There was a hardness to his expression that didn’t belong on the face of a child.

Klaus smiled when he saw his grandmother, his eyes sparkling with happiness. Before Hilda could rush to greet him, the boy snapped to attention, clicking his heels together and throwing up his right arm in salute. The old woman’s step faltered for a moment, the terrible things in the letter stabbing at her mind. She glanced over at the stationmaster, and then at the train’s engineer. Both men were scowling at her grandson’s display.

Hilda quickened her pace. The stiff-armed salute collapsed beneath the hug she wrapped around Klaus. “Oh, dear boy, it has been such a long time.”

“I’m happy to see you, Oma,” Klaus replied, just a hint of embarrassment in his tone. Hilda could understand. She remembered that Ernst had been uncomfortable with maternal displays at that age, trying so desperately to appear older than he was.

“Is that all your luggage?” Hilda asked, noting the suitcase resting at the boy’s feet.

“I didn’t have long to pack,” Klaus replied, his voice taking on a hard edge. Hilda thought of the letter but didn’t dare ask him for details about his departure. Not now. Not here.

“The cart is just this way,” she said, gesturing to where the old horse was anxiously awaiting her return. “When we get home, I’ll make a nice Jägerschnitzel.” Hilda gave him a smile that she hoped looked untroubled. “I remember that you used to like that.”

“Yes, it would be nice,” Klaus said in an absent sort of way.

Soon grandmother and grandson were seated beside one another on the cart. Hilda directed the old horse down the narrow streets of Kaiserstein. She noticed Klaus rummaging in his pockets and fiddling with his clothes. When she looked over at him, a sour sensation grew in her stomach. There was a little gilded badge pinned to his lapel now, a circle with a black swastika at its centre.

Klaus noticed her scrutiny. “They wouldn’t let me wear it when I crossed the border,” he said, an edge of defiance in his words.

“You shouldn’t wear it now,” Hilda warned him. “This isn’t Germany. The Nazis are banned in Austria. They assassinated Chancellor Dollfuss.”

“Capitalist tyrant,” Klaus growled with a bitterness that struck Hilda as artificial, something that had been impressed upon the boy rather than anything from within. “He got what he deserved.”

“That doesn’t change the law,” Hilda emphasised. “The government has outlawed the Nazis. You can be arrested for performing a Nazi salute or displaying the swastika.”

“I’m a German,” Klaus said. “The German Nazi Party had nothing to do with killing the dictator. It was all the work of some foolish Austrians who misinterpreted the Führer’s intentions.”

Hilda shook her head. “It doesn’t change the law. Now you take that badge off and put it away.” The sour feeling in her stomach worsened. The reverence with which Klaus spoke of his Führer was upsetting. She caught herself wondering about the accusations from her daughter-in-law.

No! She still wouldn’t believe that. No matter how much he’d changed in two years, Klaus was still Ernst’s son. He couldn’t be responsible for what had happened.

“We’ll be home in about an hour,” Hilda said, looking away and focusing on the road that wound its way into the snow-covered foothills. “You should get some rest, and I’ll cook some Jägerschnitzel when we get there.”

Hilda could hear the boy settle down in his seat, kicking his feet against the floor. Klaus was still her grandson. Whatever those fanatics had been teaching him in school, at the core, he was still the little boy who’d visited her in 1934. With love, away from the Nazis and their propaganda, he’d be that little boy again.

Klaus’s mother was wrong. She had to be.
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The boy was sitting across the table from Hilda, stuffing himself with fried potatoes and bratwurst. Despite his voluble insistence that a pure vegetable diet was better and his assertions that people who consumed meat were ‘corpse-eaters’, Klaus never neglected the schnitzel or sausage his grandmother set on his plate.

Of course, it’s because his hero says so, Hilda thought to herself. There was something sick about the way Klaus was devoted to Hitler. She’d been brought up to honour and respect the Emperor, but the boy’s attitude to Germany’s leader was more in the nature of obsession. He prided himself on knowing every minutia of his Führer’s life, even the man’s militant vegetarianism. Two years ago, he’d visited Austria with the innocent eyes of a child. Now he spoke of the country only in terms of being Hitler’s birthplace.

Hilda went cold inside to think it had taken the Nazis only two little years to change Klaus in such a profound way. She’d never been able to completely believe the letters Ernst sent her, the worries he expressed—at least as much as he dared to put to paper. After securing their power in Germany, among the first things the Nazis had done was to reshape the school system. At every level, instructors who were considered politically unreliable had been forced out, replaced by those who agreed to teach what the Nazis told them to teach.

Klaus finished his meal. From a pocket, he withdrew the knife and set it down on the table. It was an ugly thing with a nickel-plated hilt and a black leather scabbard. Embossed on its surface was a diamond emblem, at the centre of which was a swastika. Hilda knew what it was and the savage pride Klaus took in it. He’d been awarded it for passing his state exams. The knife was that of the Hitler Youth, an organisation Ernst once had naively likened to the Boy Scouts. An organisation that all German boys were compelled to join now that the Nazis controlled the government.

“I’ve asked you not to play with that,” Hilda reminded her grandson.

“Why? There’s no one here to frighten you,” Klaus chided her, drawing the knife and making slashing motions with it. “None of those fascists will see.”

“This is my house and my rules,” Hilda said. “And I don’t want you playing with that thing.”

Klaus nodded at an old photograph sitting in a silver frame on the mantelpiece. “Grandpa wouldn’t have been afraid,” he stated, making no move to sheathe the knife.

Hilda shook her head. She wished her husband was here. He’d know what to do, how firm of a hand to take. But he wasn’t. He died fighting the Italians in the Great War. Klaus had never even known the man.

“If the Austrian government is as bad as your German teachers tell you, then shouldn’t you be careful?” Hilda scolded him, using the twisted logic his Nazi instructors had indoctrinated him with. She felt ashamed to see the obvious confusion in Klaus’s eyes, but the boy returned the knife to his pocket.

“One day, the Führer will liberate his homeland,” Klaus declared. “His dream is to bring all German peoples into the Reich.”

Hilda shivered at the conviction in his voice. What had those brownshirts done to her grandson? What kind of garbage had they been filling his mind with? She thought of the letter from her daughter-in-law and felt fear tingle along her spine.

“Austria has its own destiny, just as Germany does,” Hilda said, at a loss how else to reply to the boy’s rhetoric. “Herr Hitler should respect that.”

Klaus’s face curled with contempt. “It is the duty of those with vision to lead those who lack purpose.” Even as he spoke, Hilda knew they weren’t his words but something some Nazi had drummed into him.

“The Italians may have something to say about that,” Hilda told him. After the Austrian Nazis assassinated Dollfuss, the Italian army had mobilised to help defend their neighbour should the Germans try to support the putsch. Hitler had backed down, abandoning the Austrian Nazis to the vengeance of their government, denying that the Germans had anything to do with the attempted coup. “The French and English might not stand for it either.”

Hilda hated to take satisfaction from agitating her grandson, but she hoped that a little reason might pierce the propaganda he’d been fed for so long. Maybe his parents couldn’t do it in Germany, but there was no Hitler Youth in Austria to keep exposing him to such trash, no schools stuffed with Nazi puppets to transform children into brownshirts.

“There will be a festival in Kaiserstein tonight,” Hilda said, quickly changing subjects. “The Christmas season is starting….”

Klaus turned a cold, scornful gaze on her. “Christmas is a Jewish perversion of Aryan rituals, just as Christianity is a Jewish invention to weaken and corrupt the spirit of the German volk. In Germany, we are already sweeping away such weakness. In Berlin, Winterfest is celebrated without the mythology of a Hebrew rabble-rouser.”

Hilda returned the boy’s icy stare with one of her own. “I know you never learned such filth from your parents. Your father would have never tolerated such talk in the house….”

Klaus sneered back at her. “My father was a weak-minded simpleton. Too stupid to understand how he was betraying the legacy of the German volk by clinging to his ridiculous mythology.” The boy tapped his hand against his chest. “I wanted no part of that nonsense. When he insisted, I informed the Group Leader that he wanted me to miss the Sunday meeting so that I would attend church.”

If her grandson had stabbed her with his knife, he couldn’t have hurt Hilda as deeply as he did with those words. She gasped and sank down in her chair. Every muscle in her body felt as though it were shaking. It was just like what his mother had written in the letter.

“Klaus,” she groaned. “Do you know what you’ve done? They arrested your father! They sent him to a concentration camp!”

“That’s where people should go when they have backward ideas,” Klaus stated with all the emotion of a reptile. “That’s where they can be re-educated.”

Hilda stifled a scream. She didn’t want to believe what she was hearing. Didn’t want to accept what his mother had written.

“Klaus, your father is dead,” Hilda informed him, hoping that it would provoke some kind of reaction.

“He should have accepted the New Order,” Klaus replied with a shrug.

Now Hilda understood. Now she accepted that everything in the letter was true, not the grief-stricken despair of a woman whose husband had been murdered by the Nazis. She knew why his mother had sent him away, why her daughter-in-law had feared if Klaus remained with her that she would kill him in his sleep. She appreciated that the little monster she’d taken under her roof was no longer her grandson. The Nazis had taken him away and left this grotesque changeling in his place.

“Tonight, there will be a parade in Kaiserstein.” Hilda’s voice sounded hollow even to her. Empty words spoken by rote. Devoid of either thought or emotion.

“I’ve already told you, I’ve no interest in Christmas foolishness,” Klaus said.

Hilda glared back at the boy, the Nazi viper that had come to her on the train. “It’s a very old celebration. Held on the fifth of December before there were any churches in the Alps. The Krampuslauf, where men dress as monsters and march through the streets so they can remind children what will happen to them if they’re bad.”

Klaus laughed at his grandmother’s talk. “Superstitious drivel,” he scoffed.

“So you only believe in the old pagan ways when they suit you?” Hilda goaded him. “What happened to trying to restore the German volk to their traditional spirituality?”

Challenging the juvenile fanatic with the very premise the Nazis had drummed into him caused some of his bluster to falter. Hilda pressed on, relating the stories that had frightened her when she was his age.

“December fifth is Krampusnacht,” she said. “It is when the Krampus rises from the underworld to punish bad children. Those who are only naughty, he beats with a bundle of branches.” Hilda wagged a warning finger at Klaus. “The very worst children, those who’ve done things that are unforgivable, he stuffs into his basket and carries back with him to Hell.”

“Superstitious drivel,” Klaus repeated, but there was just a hint of anxiety in his manner.

Hilda shook her head. “Are you so sure? There used to be a little boy in the hamlet of Adlerhof. He was a brute who liked nothing better than to tie up dogs to trees and then throw rocks at them until they died. One Krampusnacht… he simply disappeared.” Hilda snapped her fingers to emphasise the abruptness of the vanishing.

“You’re making that up,” Klaus told her.

“Ask anyone about Erich Grüber,” Hilda challenged him. “They’ll tell you. Not everyone believes he was taken by the Krampus, but they’ll admit that he vanished on December fifth.” She saw the fear just beginning to creep into her grandson’s eyes.

“But that shouldn’t bother you, should it?” She thought of Ernst and what his last days must have been. She thought of all the hopes her son had invested in Klaus. Hope that had been betrayed. The Nazis had made certain he knew who it was that had reported on him.

“You’ve nothing to worry about, do you?” Hilda choked back the sob that tried to rise through her, tried to turn her sadness into anger. “Your Führer is happy with what you’ve done.”

Again, that loathsome pride shone in Klaus’s eyes. “I did my duty to the New Germany. My behaviour is exemplary. My only regret is that my father was incapable of adapting his way of thinking.”

Hilda turned and left the room. She thought about Erich Grüber, how the brute had taken and killed Sarah Kemp’s puppy. The girl had been heartbroken for months, praying with all her heart that Erich would get what he deserved. And that December, the boy had vanished.

God forgive her, but Hilda felt the same way about the young viper she’d taken into her house. Klaus had played Judas to his own father and was without remorse over Ernst’s death. That was the kind of creature the Nazis had made him.

How she wished there was a Krampus.
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It was the first time since her husband died that Hilda had missed the parade in Kaiserstein. Klaus had remained dismissive of the festival. She thought the only celebration that would rouse the boy was that of his infernal Führer’s birthday. Maybe with a few hundred Stormtroopers goose-stepping through the snow, her grandson would have been motivated, but Alpine customs that had endured for centuries held no interest for him. Only whatever his Hitler Youth group leaders told him to be excited about, that was the whole of his cruel little world.

Hilda settled into the foyer, busying herself with some sewing. She wanted to have a few blankets ready for the Christmas collection organised by the church—donations for the destitute in the community. Even here, Klaus had to spout Nazi rhetoric, boasting of the Winter Relief conducted by the Reich, when officials would go door to door to collect for Germany’s homeless. Generous Germans were noted down in a book. Those who contributed nothing were marked down in another book. Charity through intimidation. Even a benevolent pursuit was twisted into something obscene by the Nazis.

Klaus was in the sitting room, reading a magazine he’d brought with him from Germany. Hilda had glanced at it, discovering it to be an adventure story about a man from Atlantis. Even here, however, the stamp of the Reich had to be imposed, and the heroic Sun Koh was depicted as the blond-haired, blue-eyed Aryan ideal. It shouldn’t have surprised her that even a pulp story had been co-opted by Goebbels to further the message of his propaganda ministry. From every angle, the Nazis wanted no avenue of escape or simply relief from their rhetoric. If a German had a thought that wasn’t sanctioned by the state, then that thought had to be eliminated.

Hilda missed a stitch as a shudder went through her. If those monsters should ever take control of Austria! Dictator or not, at least Dollfuss and his successor, Schuschnigg, had a firmly anti-Nazi position. She didn’t know if she could live the way her son’s family had in Bavaria. Always afraid of that knock on the door in the middle of the night…

As though conjured by her train of thought, a sharp tapping rose from the front door. Hilda nearly jumped from her seat. For an instant, she wondered if the Gestapo was indeed at her door. Then she remembered that she was in Austria, and it was Krampusnacht. She glanced aside at the doorway into the sitting room and smiled when she saw Klaus peeking in. He had an alarmed expression. Maybe he did regret what he’d done to his father. Maybe he was remembering another night when there had been a knock at the door.

Or maybe her stories about the Krampus had struck a bit closer to the mark than her grandson wanted to admit.

“Who could that be?” Hilda said as she walked over to the door.

When she opened the door, Hilda was greeted by a hideous sight. A shaggy, fearsome being stood in the snow, its breath forming a misty cloud as it passed through the fanged mouth. A devilish visage set into a lascivious grin stared back at her, ram’s horns springing from its forehead. A wicker basket was tied to the creature’s back, while in its black-gloved hand, it held a long switch.

“Is there a child here who needs a beating?” the figure on the doorstep growled as it swept past Hilda and into the house. The horned head turned, and the dull eyes that stared from the depths of the brown face passed over Klaus at the entrance to the sitting room.

The bestial figure slapped the switch it held against one of its boots. “Libation for Krampus or I punish the naughty child,” the voice rumbled from deep within the shaggy chest.

Hilda watched as Klaus backed away against the wall. “Oh, yes, there’s a child in need of punishment,” she told the brutish character, nodding her chin toward her grandson.

The beast titled its horned head, a befuddled look in its red-rimmed eyes. “A dollop of schnapps or a cup of beer and Krampus is satisfied….”

Hilda just shook her head. “I’m sure Klaus Schultz must be on your naughty list,” she stated. “Switch his backside. Give him what he deserves, and you’ll have your drink.”

The dull eyes behind the devilish face blinked in confusion for a moment, then the gloved hand tightened about the switch. Sighing deeply, the beast lurched towards Klaus.

“Keep away!” the boy snarled, but the bleary-eyed beast continued to approach him. It was only when he drew the knife from his pocket and slashed at the creature that it drew back.

“Teufel!” the pained gasp came from the figure as it leapt away from the Hitler Youth. The switch fell to the floor, and blood streamed from the shaggy forearm. A wooden mask was ripped away, revealing the plump features of a middle-aged Austrian. Still backing away from Klaus, the man peeled back the straw costume he wore to inspect the cut on his arm.

“Herr Johannes!” Hilda gasped, rushing over to the man. “I didn’t know he’d hurt you!” She tried to look at his wound, but he pushed her away.

“That’s some hellspawn you’ve got there,” Johannes grumbled, slightly slurring his words. “I thought only to have a bit of fun and a bit of drink. It’s Krampusnacht, after all.”

“How could I expect….” Hilda’s objection was brushed away by the bleeding man as he marched angrily away. Perhaps if he hadn’t already made the rounds in Kaiserstein and been so inebriated, he would have felt the cut more keenly, but at the moment, Johannes was more upset about the absurdity of the situation.

“That puts an end to tonight,” he cursed as he left the house. “I suggest, Frau Schultz, that you take a firmer hand with that lunatic grandson of yours.” Johannes slammed the door behind him as he exited.

The moment the man was gone, Klaus broke out into laughter. “So that’s your Krampus, is it?” There was relief mixed into his humour as he spoke. “A fat old farmer playing masquerade and threatening to beat children unless he’s bribed with liquor!” He sneered at his grandmother. “Such a fine, upstanding tradition you have.”

Hilda leaned down and picked up the wooden devil-mask that had been part of her neighbour’s costume. As she listened to her grandson’s mockery, she wished again that there was something more than mere tradition behind the Alpine folklore.

“Johannes was right about one thing,” Hilda told the boy. “We’ve been too indulgent. Maybe your mother and father had no choice. Maybe your precious Führer took that choice away from them.” She picked up the switch from the floor and waved it at Klaus. “But this is my house and you will do what I say.”

The boy smirked at his grandmother. “Will I?” He pivoted and wiped his bloodied knife on the drapery. “You shouldn’t threaten me. The Führer will yet bring Austria into the Third Reich, and when he does, you’ll answer for every word you say. Don’t think the New Order will let some deranged old woman be an obstacle to progress.”

There was such confidence and assurance in Klaus’s voice that Hilda was taken aback. What would happen if those madmen in Germany really did gain control of Austria? She didn’t doubt for a moment that this noxious viper would tell the Gestapo whatever he needed to so he could exact retribution. She groaned to think how naïve she’d been at the train station, to think there was anything in the boy that could be redeemed.

“That’s all you think of your father, isn’t it?” she challenged Klaus. “An obstacle to what you Nazis call progress.” Hilda felt her blood go cold when she looked into that youthful face and the evil etched upon it. The child was truly gone, stomped out beneath a Stormtrooper’s boot.

“The family exists only as an organ of the state,” Klaus recited some doggerel he’d learned in the Hitler Youth. “When an organ is sick, it must be cut out from the body.”

Hilda retreated from the boy and his knife. In that moment, she truly understood the rot that infested her grandson. Murder wasn’t a sin to him, merely something that needed an excuse, the endorsement of Nazi ideology to transform into something virtuous.

The old woman was ready to run from her home and out into the snow-swept countryside. It was then that there came another knock at the door.

“More peasant masqueraders?” Klaus asked.

Hilda turned and drew back the bolt. When she did, a blast of wintry air swept through the foyer. She grimaced at the sudden chill, clenching her eyes against the driving snow. There was a shape on the doorstep, a figure a bit taller than Johannes, though its outline was roughly the same. It seemed that Klaus was right, and another Krampusnacht celebrant had come calling.

Yet there was something more. Something that caused Hilda to open her eyes wide in wonder. A clammy, crawling sense of wrongness that crackled down her spine. A smell that was at once both bestial and sulphurous struck her nose. In her ears was the sound of rattling chains.

“Gruss vom Krampus,” a deep, braying voice intoned, its inflexion so archaic as to be nearly unintelligible.

Hilda stepped back, and the shape on the doorstep came forward with a stuttering, uneven gait. She lowered her gaze and noted with alarm the feet that protruded from beneath the fur-lined robe the visitor wore. One was a normal-seeming foot, though of a coal-black hue. The other was a hoof ringed with shaggy black fur. As the stranger walked, it swayed between these mismatched appendages.

The hands that emerged from the voluminous cuffs of the grey-coloured robe were hairy and black. One gripped a bundle of sticks, while the other held a large canvas sack. Manacles circled each wrist, and from the metal bands, a length of broken chain rattled in the winter wind. Lifting her eyes, Hilda shivered when she saw the head that leered at her from beneath the fur-trimmed hood. It seemed equal parts goat and wolf, with a broad muzzle filled with sharp fangs and ribbed horns like those of an ibex. The eyes were slitted and had a serpentine gleam to them. Staring into them, the old woman discarded any notion that the diabolic visage was some kind of elaborate mask.

“Wo ist der Jünge?” the lupine muzzle snapped the distorted words at Hilda. She saw a long, slavering tongue loll past the fangs as the creature panted in ghoulish anticipation.

Hilda’s reason teetered on the brink of collapse. Numbly, she gestured with a shaking hand to where Klaus stood with his knife. The Krampus shifted away from her, its grim attention now focused on the boy.

“Stay back!” Klaus shouted, but there was more plea than demand in his tone. He could see as clearly as his grandmother that the thing loping across the room wasn’t some rustic in a costume. Hilda could see him lash out with his knife, trying to fend off the Krampus. A swat of the bundled sticks shredded the boy’s hand and sent the blade tumbling from his fingers. Before he could run away, the Krampus struck again, this time ripping his face and pitching him to his knees.

“Komm zu mir.” The monster brought the sack whipping around. With an impossibly fluid motion, the bag slipped over Klaus’s head and quickly enveloped the boy. The Krampus made a wrenching motion of its hand and drew the sack closed. Hilda could see the canvas moving as the captive struggled to free himself. Swinging its arm, the creature flung its burden over its shoulder, apparently oblivious to the weight.

The Krampus turned back, and for an instant, its gaze bored into Hilda’s. The demon was waiting for something. She felt that a single word from her and it would surrender its prisoner—some supernatural rule to which it was forced to adhere.

Hilda thought of Ernst, tortured and alone in Dachau. She thought of her daughter-in-law, a mother so revolted by her son that she’d had to send him away before she killed him herself. She thought of Hitler and the other Nazi animals, and their grotesque vision of a new Reich.

Coldly, Hilda stepped away from the door. She watched as the Krampus marched past her. She could hear Klaus’s muffled screams from inside the sack as the demon vanished into the snowy darkness.

Krampusnacht. The one night of the year when the Krampus slipped its chains and stalked the world. One night, and then the demon would return to Hell, taking with it the very worst children.

In Hilda’s opinion, there was no more fitting place to send Klaus Schultz.


The Ballad of Charles Kennedy

By Scotty Milder

November

There’s this bar on the bottom floor of Henry Lambert’s hotel. A real fancy, soft grub sort of place—at least as much as anything E-town has to offer.

Clay Allison can see the oil lamps burning behind the square windows. The flickering light is like the way a campfire will dance across the blackness of a man’s pupils. Lamps mean there’re folks in there. And that’s good. Real good. Clay likes having an audience.

He draws his horse up next to the wrought-iron gate that Lambert had shipped in from some metalworks back in Ohio. Lambert convinced hisself a good while back that he’s the biggest toad in the puddle, and he’s determined to make E-town all respectable, like. Old Hank Lambert doesn’t want folks to think his best-bib-and-tucker caravansary is just another low-down honky-tonk at the end of some dusty cattle trail at the ass-end of nowhere. He thinks putting up a fancy gate will do the trick.

Clay means to have it go the other way.

A burlap sack sways next to his boot, the bottom all soggy and dripping. Clay grabs the rope and pulls it up onto the saddle.

“Judge!” Clay shouts. “You in there, you sonofabitch?”

Shadows move in front of the light. No faces: just these dingy, worried forms peeping out of the darkness at him. He likes to think one of them is the judge, but he suspects not. The judge will stay back and send one of his flunkies to check out all the ruckus.

The judge is Millard Doakes, a renowned copperhead from up Wisconsin somewheres. Them Northerners ran him out a ways back because of his Southern sympathies. He’d landed in the New Mexico Territory maybe ten years gone, glad-handing and back-slapping his way into territorial politics. Eventually, some big augur in the Roundhouse decided he ought to be a judge. Everyone knows Millard Doakes is about as crooked as a Virginia fence and that, for a price, he’ll give you just the verdict you want. He rode up from Santa Fe for the arraignment, strutted all around E-town like a real civilizee, talked his flannel-mouth talk to anyone who would listen and everyone else besides. Then he made it with some of the calico queens over to Pearson’s Saloon and, come morning, he sat there in the dance hall, where someone had brought in a bunch of chairs to make it look sort of like a courthouse. He nodded his way through all the testimony—frowning, like, to make hisself appear real serious—then slammed his gavel down and said old Charlie Kennedy was to be held over for a jury trial.

A howl went up at that because no one in E-town thought Charlie needed a trial, not after what he’d done. What he needed was a strong rope and a sturdy branch from which to swing. Doakes scolded all the folks gathered there that Charlie was to be treated well in the meantime. You keep away from that jail, you hear? I don’t want to get halfway back to Santa Fe and hear that y’all decided to stretch his neck for him. I hear that, there’ll be REPRISALS. You best believe it.

Anyone with a lick of cow sense saw the writing on the wall. Old Charlie Kennedy had squirrelled away enough buck for some fancy lawyer down in Albuquerque, and that fancy lawyer was fixed on springing him. He’d go ahead and pack that jury with a bunch of chiselers and chuckleheads, spread the hard chink around just as liberal as you please, and Charlie Kennedy would walk out of that dance hall a free man. Never mind how many men, women, and children he’d put in the ground out there on Palo Flechado Pass.

Hell, they’d probably string up poor Rosa in his place just because she was Indian.

Clay imagines Doakes sitting in Lambert’s bar, flanked by the Marshalls, bending the elbow with that lickspittle prosecutor over from Taos, who’s just as corrupt as he is. They’d have been laughing and joking all night as they belted down Lambert’s rich brown anti-fogmatic. A real big augur is Millard Doakes. Even if only in his own mind.

By now, surely Doakes and the others had heard what they’d done. But Clay figures they’re too chickenshit to do anything about it. Doakes will sit back and wait for Clay to stop shouting, and once Clay’s gone back to his beaver hole, he’ll sneak out and race down to Santa Fe before the sun comes up.

Reprisals. Clay means to take the starch out of that notion. What he’s got in the canvas sack ought to handle that just fine.

“Judge, you best come out and look at this!” Clay yells and opens the sack. The smell—copper and rot and a molasses sweetness underneath—assaults him. He ignores it. “You best come out and acknowledge the corn!”

He reaches into the sack and sinks his fist into a tangle of hair. The hair’s sticky with blood, but Clay doesn’t care. He lost his fear of blood long ago, during the War of the States. You see a man’s guts blown out by a Northerner’s grapeshot, it gets hard to be afeared of much else.

“Come out and acknowledge the corn!” he shouts again. “Flap your bazoo and spew your barnum and see how it goes, you goddamned blatherskite! See how we handle justice up here in E-town!”

He pulls Charlie Kennedy’s head from the sack. Kennedy had been a large man before they chopped him up, and it’s a large head. The tendons stand taut on Clay’s arms.

A thick tongue bulges past broken teeth, flaps against the black, blood-spattered beard like an air-drowned fish.

“You come out and see!”
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September

The man’s name is Harding, and even though he’s dressed like a miner—leather boots, wool pants held up by frayed suspenders over a red-and-black linsey-woolsey shirt—his voice carries the clipped Eastern accent of a greenhorn. Red-brown mustachios hang down past an unimpressive chin. Whiskers dust pink cheeks that Rosa knows will burn and crack in the summer sun. Just another Yank heading West to seek his fortune. Another white man filled with the sort of green dreams that only come out of those big New York newspapers.

Harding is headed over Palo Flechado Pass toward Taos, he says, and from there, up to Chama to meet a train. He tells them this as he sits down before a steaming bowl of Rosa’s rabbit stew.

Charles, Rosa’s husband, grunts. The boy sits across from him, swinging his feet gaily beneath his chair.

“I’ve got a lady coming in,” Harding says, not noticing the beady way Charles watches him. The way the skin under Charles’s beard twitches. He either hasn’t noticed or doesn’t care that Charles is wearing his pistol at the table.

Harding prattles on. Charles watches. Sizing him up. Rosa knows the look. She hopes Charles will let the man finish his food first so that she can get the boy out of the room.

“She’s coming down from Denver. Mary Lee Burlingame from St. Louis.” Harding speaks with beaming pride, like just the name alone oughta be enough to impress. “Pretty as a peach and just as sweet. She’s gonna be my wife.”

“That’s nice,” Rosa says and spoons some broth out of her own bowl. The smell coming up from it is rich and should be enticing, but just now, her stomach isn’t having it. Because of what’s kindling down there, maybe… But also because she knows what’s going to happen. She’d known from the moment Charles stomped into the cabin and said, “Get some stew on, traveller coming.” Foster Harding will never make it to Taos. Mary Lee Burlingame from St. Louis will arrive to find an empty platform waiting.

Rosa knows to which dark God her husband prays. She knows what that God demands.

“You from St. Louis too?” she asks, if only to keep up appearances. Charles will be angry if she doesn’t.

“Nah,” Harding says. “I’m from Delaware originally. Ain’t much to see there, I’m afraid.” The ain’t sounds unnatural on his lips, like he’s got to work the word out past a mouthful of marbles. “Not like out here. These mountains! Anyways, I met Mary Lee when I stopped over in Missouri to get outfitted. Her papa runs the livery where I bought my horse.” He uses his spoon to point between Charles and Rosa. “How did you two meet?”

An innocent question, and one she has no intention of answering honestly. She simply smiles and says, “Oh, you know, ‘round the way.”

Charles grunts.

“Anyways,” Harding says as he spoons the last of his stew into his mouth. It dribbles unheeded into the cleft of that unimpressive chin. “Can you all tell me something?”

“We can try,” Rosa says.

“Is the going safe?”

Charles pries his eyes from the man and glares, surly, down into his bowl. “Safe enough, I s’pose,” he growls. He mops at the bowl with a chunk of bread.

“What I mean is, do you have any Indians up along that way?” Harding asks, then glances at Rosa. She thinks she sees his cheeks redden. “No offence intended, ma’am,” he adds.

She opens her mouth to respond. The boy beats her to it.

“Can’t you smell the one Papa put under the floor?” he says.

“Huh?” Harding blinks at the boy, uncomprehending.

“The Indian”, the boy says, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. He smiles broadly. “Can’t you smell the one he put under the floor?”

Charles’s eyes slide, snakelike, up from his bowl. They find the boy.

Rosa thinks, oh, no.

Harding laughs, obviously taking it as a joke. He scrapes his spoon along the bottom of the bowl and slurps up another mouthful.

That should be the end of it.

But it’s already too late.
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It’s past midnight when Rosa Kennedy bursts into John Pearson’s saloon. Pearson is behind the bar, cleaning glasses with a dirty rag. The night is uncharacteristically quiet. Just about everyone else has gone back to their tents and cabins for the night. Even the calico queens have retired to their tight little chambers behind the bar. The only ones left, aside from Pearson, are a couple broken-down boozehounds in the back, Warren Cash and Dilliard Greevy, which is fine, and Clay Allison and Davy Crockett at the bar, which is less so. Allison’s a surly, hot-tempered b’hoy who’d fought for the Rebels back in Texas. Word was he’d killed a neighbour after the War. Some dispute around water rights that went sideways. The way the story goes, the two men dug a pit at the juncture where their lands met and entered with a couple of Bowie knives. Clay was the one who came out. Before anyone could ask too many questions, he pushed the dirt back in, gathered up his brother, and the two of them lit out for New Mexico.

Davy’s even worse. Some distant nephew of that Congressman who’d fought Santa Ana at the Alamo, E-town’s Crockett is a layabout and a bully, just as like to shoot a fella between the eyes as he is to say hello and howdy do. Most folks around E-town steer clear of those two. A couple of bad eggs, the both of them.

Neither is the man you want sitting by when Rosa comes flying through the batwing doors, covered head to toe in gore, her eyes wild as a folded-up horse. One eye is puffed shut, all swelled and pink like a cow’s udder, and blood sluices from her shattered nose in snotty runnels. Her front teeth are busted in, snapped right off at the root.

Allison and Crockett leap to their feet. Crockett even draws his black-eyed Susan, expecting some axe-wielding madman to charge in after her.

But it’s just Rosa, busted all to hell. Pearson comes out from around the bar and helps her to a chair. Then the three of them sit and listen to her story.

It’s a fractured tale, stopping and starting at random, and it takes them awhile to piece it all together. It seems old Charlie Kennedy finally snapped out there on the pass. Everyone in E-town knows Charlie’s a hardcase and a harder fist, surly and miserly in equal measure. Everyone knows how he tools up on Rosa from time to time, usually when he’s deep in the bug juice. She’d come to town sometimes with that boy of hers, sporting a shiner or a latticework of bruises all up and down the arms.

If some traveller passing through ever asked, pretty much anyone in E-town would warn ‘em to steer clear of Charlie’s place. He’ll offer you a smart sprinkle on the booze and stew, but you just keep heading up the mountain and don’t even throw a glance back over your shoulder. You’ll be happier for it.

Now Rosa’s in here yapping that her husband went and killed some fella named Harding. Shot him right above the eye, she says, before reaching over the table and yanking his own son out of his chair. The boy didn’t even have a chance to cry out before Charlie bashed his head in against the fireplace.

According to Rosa, he’d turned around and wailed on her awhile, then he grabbed a bottle of forty rod and stumbled out into the woods. Rosa cowered in the corner, her dead son’s head cradled in her lap. She heard him shoot the horse: two flat whip cracks, followed by an animal scream.

Rosa waited awhile. She knew he’d be out there, crumpled against the base of a tree and downing that firewater like it was spring water. He’d be grumbling to hisself. Eventually, he’d pass out.

She was just about ready to try to make her way down the mountain when Charlie came charging back in. He was ranting and raving all about the boy. The boy should have kept his mouth shut, he roared. Damn fool brought it on hisself.

“Kept his mouth shut about what?” Allison asks, but Pearson thinks he already knows.

Rosa doesn’t answer that part right away. Instead, she tells how Charlie grabbed the dead man by the hair and dragged him across the floor to a trapdoor hidden under the rug. He kicked the rug back, threw the door open, and tossed the man into the hole.

When he approached Rosa, she started screaming, she says, because she knew he was coming for the boy. She clutched the body to her breast, and that’s when Charles smashed in her nose and broke her teeth. He did it with the empty bottle of forty rod. Then he ripped the boy from her arms and hurled him into the hole after Harding. He slammed the trap shut and lurched back into the woods. To talk to his God, Rosa says.

Allison and Crockett hardly notice that, but Pearson picks up on it right away. He’d heard the stories about Charlie Kennedy. About what supposedly happened to him back during his trapping days, way down in the shadow of Urraca Mesa. Who—or what—he was supposed to have met there. Most folks in town joke about it, how Charlie met the devil hisself and even the devil wanted nothing to do with him. Pearson decides he needs to talk to Wash Tucker about it. Wash is a mean-spirited old prospector with few teeth and even fewer social graces, but he’s the closest thing that Charlie Kennedy has in E-town to a friend.

“That old Charlie, he’s always had a slate loose,” Warren Cash speaks up from the back. Pearson had forgotten the boozehounds were even there. “I knowed it wouldn’t be long ‘fore some poor chucklehead would happen by and find hisself biting the ground.”

Pearson rather doesn’t like the mean spark he sees lighting behind Allison and Crockett’s eyes. Allison’s mouth twitches behind his moustache, showing an angry flash of teeth. They’re working their way up, Pearson thinks. They’re already measuring Charlie for his California collar. These boys are killers, and it just so happens there’s someone up the way they can kill and call themselves the better men for it. Pearson figures it must feel like Christmas to them.

“Why don’t you stop barking at the knot and get on home?” Pearson snaps toward Cash and Greevy. “Bar’s closed for the night.”

The boozehounds grumble, but Pearson hears their stools scrape backwards and their boots clumping across the floor.

“Old feller ain’t wrong, though,” Allison says after they’re gone, chewing on his moustache. Crockett nods enthusiastically. “It was just a matter of time for old Charlie.”

But Rosa is shaking her head. They’d missed something.

“What is it, Rosa?” Pearson asked.

“He didn’t just crack,” she says and bursts into tears. She buries her face in her hands. “He’s been doing it a long time!”
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December

The snow’s coming down hard now—has been for a week—and as Warren Cash stumbles back to his badger hole from Pearson’s deadfall, he thinks he might just go ahead and freeze to death. He reckons that might in fact be the best thing.

He’d been over to Pearson’s all night, painting his tonsils with shot after shot of the cheapest lightning rye in the entirety of the Maxwell Land Grant. Most times, he’d have sprung for something a bit better, but his claim is just about played out. He’s two months in arrears to that chiseler Maxwell, and how’s the saying go? Any port in a storm.

Warren sings to hisself, snatches of some old hymnal that his long-dead mama back in Kentucky used to hum when he was in the cradle. He only remembers a few words, but the melody has planted itself right in the centre of his rum-soaked skull like a bull prick:

“All creatures of our God and KIIIIIING! Lift up your voice with us and SIIIIIIING! Oh, praise Him, HALLELUUUUUJAH!”

The snow falls in big fat flakes, powdering up almost past the ankles. It seems right now that all there is on this earth is him and the snow and the frozen darkness that surrounds. He can see a few fires burning, though: blooms of soft orange, fluttering behind the chilly white. Seeing those lights grounds him a little, reminds him that he’s still above snakes… not dead in some glacial purgatory but living, for better or for worse, right here in E-town.

“Thou burning with golden BEEEEEAM! Thou silver moon with softer GLEEEEAM!”

His feet had gone cold inside the elk-skin moccasins a half-mile back, and now it feels like he’s lugging two ice bricks under his knees. If he doesn’t get to his tent soon, he’s liable to lose a toe or two. Not that it matters much now; who needs toes when that chiseler Maxwell’s coming for your scalp? Sonofabitch managed to give Warren the most useless parcel up on the mountain—five hundred square feet of nothing but weeds and worthless rocks. And then he has the gumption to send one of his hardcases around to tell Warren that he owes the flannel-mouthed fuck two dollars. Where’s Warren gonna get two dollars if the flannel-mouthed fuck’s ground won’t give up any colour?

Warren knows he should’ve pulled up stakes months back, before the weather turned bad. That’s what most of the shovel stakers and gambusinos did. He knew that he’d chopped all the colour out of that buckshot land that he was gonna. He should’ve packed up and made tracks for the Arizona Strip, or over to California—or even all the way up to Alaska, where there was still a bit of money to be pried out of the ground.

Problem was, every time it seemed like the parcel was done coughing up its colour, he’d come across another nugget or two. Not enough to make the whole endeavour worthwhile—or to pay what he owed to Maxwell—but enough to keep him in the tarantula juice. He’d take that colour down to the bank, thinking, I’m on the win this week. I’ll get good with Maxwell tomorrow. Won’t hurt none to have a little celebratory drink first. And then the week would be gone, and he’d be booze-blind and spooney, and his pockets would be empty of all but lint. He’d roll out of his hot roll, his stomach roiling from the rot-gut and his head thudding like there was bronco in there trying to kick its way out, and he’d tell hisself he’d finally do it this time. He’d go talk to the old sin-buster, Griego, down at the Catholic gospel-mill they just threw up on the south side of E-town. He’d ask Griego—beg, even—what he had to do to get right with the Good Lord Jesus. Because on those illy mornings, it seemed only the love of Jesus could get him off the red disturbance what had turned his life into such a busted flush.

But somehow, he never got around to it. Talking to that Bible-puncher always seemed like a good idea at morning light, but once he’d swallowed down couple eggs and mysteries, the red disturbance didn’t seem quite so red anymore. So he liked to have a drink every once in awhile? What man with a thirst and a working pecker didn’t? He’d even seen the flannel-mouthed fuck Maxwell getting hisself good and squiffy down at Lambert’s from time to time.

And speak of the devil—here he is at Lambert’s now. The building pushes out of the snow, black in the night and hard as a rock wall. There are lights in the windows—not the dim red flicker of pit flame but the inviting yellow glow of whale oil. Warren’s throat itches. He still has a couple pennies bouncing around in his pocket. Not enough to do shit for his debt to Maxwell, but it’d be a shame to let them go to waste.

He staggers toward the gate, then stops. His eyes go to the round, lopsided thing stuck there. Last month, Clay Allison took Charlie Kennedy’s head and jammed it right down onto the gate post, just like he was skewering a chunk of beef on the business end of an Arkansas toothpick. The blood dribbled down the post and froze in big globules. Hank Lambert would never be able to get those crimson streaks out of the wood.

It don’t look so much like Charlie anymore. Crows had been at him weeks back, before the weather turned grisly and froze the head solid. The eyes and lips’re gone, and big fleshy strips have been torn from his cheeks. Warren can see all the way through—past the red dermis and white ribbons of fat to the cracked molars inside. The mouth gapes wide. Beyond the icy bristles of beard, it looks like the tongue is gone, too.

Lambert had come out the next day to pull the head from the post, but he found Allison sitting astride his horse across the road, a Big Fifty cradled loose in his arm. You try to take that head down today, he called out, and you’ll find yours right up there next to it tomorrow. And Billy-be-damned if Lambert hadn’t turned right around, scurried back into the hotel.

Word rumbled through town about how Hank Lambert was nothing but a yellow belly for leaving the head there (a yellow belly right along with that Judge Doakes, who’d pounded dirt back to Santa Fe with nary a word to say on the matter), but Warren couldn’t help but notice that no one else had come along to take it down. And he couldn’t help but notice that Clay Allison, Davy Crockett, and all the other hardcases who’d stretched Charlie’s neck are still out there, strutting around with their chests puffed out like a bunch of sage grouses.

Warren maybe doesn’t feel so much like drinking anymore. Seeing Charlie’s head has turned his thirst sour in his mouth. Now he just wants to stumble back to his badger hole, climb into the hot roll and go to sleep for about a century.

But he can’t seem to pull his eyes away from those gaping black sockets and that wide, screaming mouth. He’d been there at Pearson’s the night Rosa told her tale. He’d seen what Charlie’d done to her. Warren didn’t see no reason to whup on a woman like that, and he couldn’t say Charlie didn’t get what was coming. Now Charlie and the boy are dead, and last anyone saw, Rosa was riding East out of town, presumably to rejoin her people. Rumour was she had Charlie’s second bun in her oven. Warren hoped it would come out a girl.

Warren used to drink with Charlie from time to time. Usually over to Pearson’s, but occasionally at one of the other rum-mills and benzineries that were springing up all over E-town. Charlie’d usually be in there with that mean old curly wolf Wash Tucker. Wash would do most of the talking—beefing about the Indians or the bean-eaters, or whoever else had gotten in his craw that week—and Charlie just would stare into his beer and mutter to hisself.

But then, one night, maybe a year back, somehow the conversation turned to the goings-on at Urraca Mesa.

“Ain’t nothin’ but a load of horseshit,” Wash had said. Even his beard—lush and grey and stained yellow with tobacco juice—looked pissed about it.

“I dunno,” one of them said. Warren thinks it was Pete Dingle, or maybe Roy Doyle. “You know they say the Anasazi lived down there way back when, and then one day they all just disappeared—”

“All my eye,” Wash snarled derisively. “The Anasazi disappeared ever’where. Don’t mean a goddamned thing.”

“Yeah, but—”

“But nothin’.”

“Fella came through here a while back,” Pearson put in thoughtfully. “By the name of Harrison, I believe. Said he’d traded with some Utes down that way. Them Utes, they won’t go near the thing. They say that whole ground is full of evil spirits.”

Wash wasn’t about to mouth off to Pearson the way he did to Dingle/Doyle, not while Pearson was behind the bar and pouring. But he made a noise way in the back of his throat to show exactly what he thought about that notion.

“I ain’t never been out there,” Dingle/Doyle said, “but I hear if you look at it just right, the whole side of the mountain looks like a skull—”

“Yeah, and if you look at a cloud just right, you’ll see dancin’ Queen Victoria in her goddamned underoos,” Wash growled. “Don’t mean a—”

“Eyes,” Charlie said.

They all stopped and looked at him.

“What’s that, Charlie?” Pearson asked.

Charlie looked up from his beer glass. Somehow his gaze found Warren, even though Warren hadn’t said a damned thing.

“Nothin’ but black,” Charlie said. It sounded like he were talking through a mouthful of mush. “T’were like lookin’ in a deep cave shaped like a man, and innit there were these eyes.”

They all exchanged glances. Dingle/Doyle made to say something, but Pearson shut him up with a look. They were all more than a little bit afeared of Charlie Kennedy.

“Said I could do what I want,” Charlie went on. He stared at Warren, and Warren didn’t much like it. It was like being scrutinised by a corpse. “Didn’t say it with words, but said it just the same. Like a buzzing in my head. All full of wasps or somethin’.”

“I think maybe y’oughta get Charlie back up the pass,” Pearson said to Wash.

“Hell if I’m gonna do that,” Wash growled. “That’s clear on t’other side of town. Charlie’s a big boy. He can tuck his own self into bed.”

“Said I could do what I want,” Charlie said again and grinned. It was loose and slack-jawed, and now—gazing at Charlie’s gape-mouthed skull with holes for eyes—Warren wonders if maybe he hadn’t had hisself a premonition on the way things would end up for the man. He remembers how when Charlie grinned at him, showing stubs of yellow teeth and a twitching black pit beyond, he’d shivered and looked away.

“Said I could take everything that was mine. Said there was no reason not to.”

“All right,” Pearson said and put the whiskey back on the shelf. “Charlie, it’s time you wandered on home.”

Warren doesn’t remember how the rest of the night went, if Charlie had left like Pearson said or if the conversation simply moved onto something else. But he remembers how looking at Charlie looking at him like that—like Charlie was dead and Warren was Death hisself come to collect—had sobered him right up. He’d told Pearson to fill a beer stein with rye, and they all cheered as he guzzled it down. All but Charlie.

“What did you see out there on Urraca?” Warren asks the head.

The head doesn’t answer.

Warren shrugs and turns, nearly falling right splat onto his face. The world lurches and sways. He cackles, tilts his head up to the night, and tastes the slight metal flavour of falling snow. For a moment, he’s a kid again, back in that old Kentucky holler, sticking his tongue out to lick the season’s first flakes right out of the sky. For a moment, he misses his mama something fierce.

“Thou flowing water pure and CLEEEEEEAR!” he sings, reeling into the dark toward his badger hole. He thinks maybe he will go talk to that old sin-buster Griego tomorrow. Why the hell not?

“Make music for thy Lord to HEEEEEEAR…!”
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November

Pearson’s riding out front, sitting tall on a bay Morgan mare named Sally. Wash comes up behind on his old Appaloosa. The Appaloosa’s name is Leper—so monikered because of the big black spots spattered all across his broad white face. The name was meant to be funny, but Wash sort of doubts it really is.

Leper’s snorting and woofing all the way up the pass. Wash can feel the beast quivering beneath him, like everything inside him is fixing to shake itself loose. Every year the horse gets just that much more rickety. He’s got maybe a year left before he makes the Big Jump, if Wash doesn’t ride him too hard.

Wash pats Leper’s bristly white mane. “Sorry, amigo,” he says. “We’ll get you back down the mountain soon enough.”

Pearson’s wearing his LeMat nine-cylinder and has his Henry Repeating tucked into the crook of his arm. Pearson’s known to be a crack shot with the rifle, which is why he’s riding upfront. Wash has an old Navy Colt in a battered holster and his Sharps rifle slung across his back. He’s all right with the Colt, less than shit with the Sharps. But the Sharps looks mean, and it’s only good for one shot anyway.

Allison had grilled Rosa about what kind of artillery Charlie might be carrying. She said he’d been wearing his Paterson five-shot when he killed the Yankee and the boy, and that there was a Springfield and a Hawken muzzleloader in the cabin. She didn’t know if he’d doubled back to grab one of the rifles after she’d run out.

The Hawken is what worries Wash. He’d been hunting with Charlie a few times, and he’d seen the way the man used it. Charlie was a trapper, years gone back, and all them old trappers knew their way around those big guns. He’d watched Charlie take down a bull elk from near four hundred yards with nary a look.

Wash’s eyes crawl over the rocky foothills surrounding the pass, the squat stands of pines and skeletal clumps of aspens. Charlie could be sat up in the low branches of a tree or crouched behind a boulder, and Wash wouldn’t know until that big .50-caliber slug ploughed a trench right through his skull and turned him into buzzard food. He hopes Charlie went up toward Taos like Allison and Crockett thought he would and that them two hardcases would come across him first. If he’s still down here, though, and means to keep on killing, Wash hopes he’ll go for Pearson first since Pearson’s upfront, and Wash is—in a way—his friend.

Allison’s plan is to ride the posse—half a dozen drunks and chuckleheads, rousted from the tents and carrying plundered barking irons—hard up the pass to flush Charlie out. Wash and Pearson are the backups. They volunteered to go to the cabin, just in case Charlie wandered back there. The idea is they’ll come up as friends, and maybe they’ll be able to talk Charlie down. It was Pearson’s idea, and Allison grumbled over it; he clearly wasn’t interested in talking anyone down from anything. To him, this whole affair’s a hog-killin’ good time. But Pearson insisted, and not a lot of people in E-town have the stones to argufy with John Pearson. Not even a low-down long rider like Clay Allison.

Wash thinks Pearson’s intentions are noble. Wash’s are less so. He’s known Charlie a long time and knows the kind of bad egg he is. Charlie’d been soft in the head ever since he’d come up outta them Southerly mountains with his pretty, quiet Indian wife in tow. Wash knows Charlie has the bottle fever, which doesn’t make him any different from half the other tosspots and addle-heads in E-town. He knows Charlie has a way of misusing Rosa with his fists. But what Rosa got up to telling them in the benzinery last night… Wash never would have believed it. Rosa said Charlie’d killed at least two dozen folks—mostly men, but a few women and kids mixed in the bunch. Most of ‘em travellers, heading over the pass for lands West. The sort of folk no one would think to look for until it was too late.

Charlie’d been killing ‘em and robbing ‘em and doing God knew what else with the women. He’d been doing it all in the name of some Indian devil what come to him at Urraca Mesa, Rosa said. She said a name none of them recognised, a word what sounded sort of like “Oat-Kin.” She didn’t know what it meant neither. It’s not a word that comes from her people, she said. Charlie was killing ‘em and burning their bodies and then burying what was left of ‘em down in the root cellar and in the loose ground all around the cabin. He was eating ‘em, too, she said. Or parts, anyways. He tried to make Rosa eat with him, but she swore to them that she’d refused. She said it didn’t matter how many times Charlie clouted her across the face. He’d beaten most of her Indian ways out of her by that time, but not even his fists could uncouple her soul from the taboo against human flesh.

Some Indian devil called Oat-Kin. Wash thinks back to that night at Pearson’s awhile back. T’were like lookin’ in a deep cave shaped like a man, and innit there were these eyes, Charlie said. He’d gazed at Warren Cash with this flat, insentient stare, and Warren had turned white as a ghost. Looked like he was about to shit hisself. They’d thought nothing much about it at the time. But now…

Wash hadn’t had the foggiest notion what Charlie had been up to. But do the others believe that? Once they stretched Charlie’s neck, would they look to him next? Because he and Charlie are friends, of a kind. Not because they like each other, exactly, but because no one else in E-town will have shit to do with either of them—one of ‘em mean as a banty rooster, the other a plain lunatic. Wash doesn’t much care what folks think about him, but he knows when he’s in a bad box. He ain’t ready to pull up stakes just yet, but he ain’t looking to get fitted for his own California collar neither. So he volunteered to go along with Pearson, just to show which side he’s on.

Now that he’s up here, though, he thinks maybe he shoulda absquatulated in the dead of night after all. As they ride closer to the cabin, it seems there’s a twitching shadow behind every bush, every tree, and he can just about feel the slam of that Hawken’s bullet with every one of Leper’s quaking steps.

Pearson doesn’t seem so concerned. He just scans the pass before them, his big head going this way and that, the Henry at the ready.

After what seems like hours, the cabin emerges from the trees. It’s a stubby, one-story building made of mud brick and rough timber, with a couple narrow windows like a lizard’s hooded black eyes.

“Charlie Kennedy!” Pearson shouts, and Wash winces. “Charlie, it’s John Pearson and Wash Tucker. If you’re in there, don’t you start shootin’, now!”

No answer. Pearson tosses a glance back at Wash. Wash swallows thickly and nods.

They ride up to the cabin and swing off their horses. Leper snorts, aggrieved at something.

“Charlie, we’re comin’ in!” Pearson yells and uses the Henry to poke at the heavy pine door. It swings open, hinges uttering a protesting squeal.

A stink rushes out at them, hot and rancid. “Jesus Christ,” Wash gags, thinking he’s about to air the paunch. He wishes he’d skipped the boggy-top pie at Lambert’s this morning. “They can’t have ripened that quick!”

Pearson shakes his head and pulls his bandana up over his nose. “That ain’t no freshly dead,” he says. “I think Rosa were tellin’ us the God’s honest.”

They step inside.
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Once, back before the War of the States, Wash had been a boy in West Virginia. There’d been this black bear that was coming out of the hills to take cattle at night. The men kept hunting for it, but no one could find it.

Wash’s daddy told Wash and his brothers that the bear was probably old, with creaky joints and bad teeth. Only old bears got that desperate. And old bears were dangerous. You see that poor fella up on the path yonder. You just make yourself as big as you can, and you yell your blazing lungs out ’til they burn. And once the fella runs off, you turn right around and high-tail it home. Y’understand?

They told him they understood. They knew that you don’t run from a bear. But they had no intention of turning tail if they saw the beast. No way, no how. They were boys, after all, full of vim and vinegar, and they nursed heroic dreams about what their daddy would say when they told him they’d blown out the old fella’s lamp their own damned selves.

And sure enough, one afternoon, Wash and his brother Jake were out there in those woods, doing whatever it was that boys do, and there was the old fella, scratching hisself on a hickory tree. They didn’t make themselves big or yell. Instead, Jake signalled for Wash to drop to the ground. They each carried a single-shot, muzzle-loading musket—which gave them two chances to fell the damn thing before it turned on them and charged.

Wash was never worth a damn with long guns, not back then and not now, and his ball hit the hickory with a bark-splintering thwack. Jake’s aim was better, but not good enough. His ball caught the bear in the back leg.

The bear yelped—a pitiful sound, sort of like a dog when you grab it by the scruff of its neck—and then spun around toward them and roared. We’re done for, Wash thought. He wondered what it would feel like when the bear sunk those bad teeth into his throat or if he’d go so quick he wouldn’t feel anything at all.

But the bear didn’t come for them. Instead, it lurched into the trees.

Wash’s terror immediately spun into a sick sort of exhilaration. He saw that Jake was already packing another ball into the muzzle. “Come on!” he shouted, wild-eyed, and bounded off after the bear.

Wash followed, forgetting entirely to reload his own musket. The bear’s blood was a shocking scarlet against all the green. They followed the trail up into the mist-shrouded hills.

Sometime later, they found a cave. It was set low behind a copse of Aspens, a big chunk of limestone hanging over it like a bulbous eyelid.

Jake didn’t even wait. He just barreled in after the bear. Of course, Wash followed.

The terror didn’t hit him until he stepped from the light into that all-encompassing blackness. A blackness that smelled like hot, fevered death. His pupils tried to iris open, but too slow. He blinked rapidly, staggered back toward the light.

Something grunted. He heard the rustle of an enormous body turning. Then there was the flash of Jake’s musket, crackling across the dark like an exploding star. The grunt pitched into a roar, followed by a wet smack and a gurgle.

By then, Wash was scrambling out of the cave. Jake emerged seconds later, a grin stretching ghastly across his face. “I got him, Wash!” He shouted. “I beefed the sumbitch!”

Stepping into Charlie’s cabin is sort of like stepping into that long-ago cave. The smell isn’t dissimilar—meat and rot and something even more sour underneath—and neither is the darkness that swallows him. He feels the familiar disorientation, the sense of danger cloaked by his own lying eyes, the slam of his heart against his ribs. But this time, Wash didn’t bother with the useless rifle; the Navy Colt is in his hand now, and its cold weight is a comfort.

“Charlie!” Pearson calls. “You in here, friend?”

They’re greeted by a wet, pregnant silence. Wash’s eyes are adjusting, and he takes in the dim contours of the cabin. The main room is small, the walls sloping adobe, with bare rafters stretching low over their heads. An old Indian blanket hangs over a doorway that gapes into the back of the cabin.

Pearson heads for that door. Wash lets him. Pearson disappears behind the rug, and Wash grits his teeth, waiting for the boom of the Hawken. But there’s nothing. Moments later, Pearson emerges, shaking his head.

“He ain’t here,” he says. “The Hawken’s leaning against the wall, right next to the Springfield. I don’t think he come back here ’t’all.”

But by now, Wash’s eyes had found the rug laying before the fireplace. He can just about see the outline of the trapdoor underneath.

Pearson follows his gaze. He nods grimly and kicks the rug back.

They grab the trapdoor’s rope handle and swing it up with a creak. The mouth of the cellar wafts out a second wave of stench. Wash’s eyes water. His stomach makes another ominous lurch. He squints into the dark, where he can just see the boy’s legs sprawled across the man Harding’s chest.

“The God’s honest,” Pearson says again, dismayed. “She weren’t lying ’t’all.”

Pearson goes first, clomping down the short steps into the cellar. Wash waits for the shot—either from Pearson’s LeMat or Charlie’s Paterson, it don’t matter none to him. When it doesn’t come, he steps onto the first riser. His eyes seize upon the open front door and the inviting sunlight beyond. As he descends, he imagines that he’s being sucked like Jonah down the gullet of a whale.

Pearson finds a candle on a low shelf and strikes a match. The flame pushes back the darkness, just a little. Each shadow feels filled with something throbbing and hungry.

Pearson kneels next to the bodies. Harding’s been killed cleanly, with a nearly bloodless round hole just above his left eye. His eyelids slit open just a little, showing a rim of white. His jaw hangs slack, and the tongue inside has gone near as grey as a ratsnake.

What was done to the boy, though… even for a mean old cuss like Wash Tucker, it’s hard to look at. Wash sucks in a rancid breath and spins away, his teeth bared. If Charlie were to materialise before him right now, Wash thinks he’d tear out the lunatic’s throat with his bare hands.

They spend some time examining the cellar. Pearson finds an old miner’s banjo propped against the wall and digs into the soft ground about a foot. It takes no time at all. Whoever it was, he died ugly. The ribcage fans whitely out of the dirt, the sternum splintered like a snapped twig.

As Pearson keeps digging—exposing first one skull, and then another, and then another—Wash finds another candle and scans the shelves. Most of it’s just clutter—old tins and a few splintered axe handles, a couple oak ammo boxes, what looks to be the rusted turbine of a windmill—but toward the back, his hands land on something soft and smooth and cylindrical, buried under a fuzz of cobwebs.

He pulls it out and unrolls it. It’s a tanned square of some kind of pink leather; Wash doesn’t know what kind of hide it is and isn’t sure he wants to.

Someone—presumably Charlie—had gone at it with charcoal. The rendering is vaguely man-shaped. Black slashes and swirls start at the edges of the figure and funnel toward an interior, unknowable darkness. The face is an ebon void from which two white circles peer.

T’were like lookin’ in a deep cave shaped like a man, and innit there were these eyes.

More black lines emanate out from the figure: tendrils of smokey black that seem to move in the flickering candlelight. Whatever this thing is, Wash can feel it reaching out of Charlie’s shattered mind towards him. Probing—first gentle, then insistent. Trying to wrap him in its dark embrace, pull him into whatever black place it took Charlie.

Said I could take everything that was mine. Said there was no reason not to.

A snatch of long-forgotten religion tumbles into Wash’s mind:

Some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits, things taught by demons.

Oat-Kin.

“My blazes,” Pearson says behind him, and Wash nearly screams. “My blazes indeed. What a damn mess. Where you think he run off to, Wash?”

Wash rolls the leather up and shoves it to the back of the shelf.

“What I know about that you could put in one eye,” Wash growls. “Let’s get out of—”

An exultant whoop rises outside, followed by another. Horse hooves clatter down the pass.

Wash and Pearson exchange a look in the candlelight.

Someone fires a pistol. A shotgun booms in celebratory response.

“I think,” Pearson says, “that means they got him.”
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January

Urraca rises out of the grey horizon like a boil. Rosa’s coming at it from the wrong direction; she can’t see the skull in its granite, pine-studded edifice. But she can feel the caliginous force of the place: twanging like a guitar string, the pulsing rhythm pounding itself deep into her bones.

The burro clomps through drifts of snow, reluctant to move forward. Rosa sits atop it, wrapped in heavy wool from head to toe. She digs spurs into the burro’s side. It whinnies angrily but keeps going.

Rosa thinks about the Charles she first met all those years ago, clad in furs, blood gumming out of his broken nose as he staggered, snow-blind, into her village. Just another white man, used up and spat out by the land. She wouldn’t have given him another thought, except that her mother decided to bring him in and take care of him.

Rosa was sixteen then. Charles was thirty and almost handsome behind the brute coarseness of his features. She and her mother nursed him back to health, and somewhere along the way, she fell in love with him. When he left, he took her with him.

She remembers the act of falling in love with him, but not the feeling itself. It seems as distant from her now as the far side of a deep canyon.

She’d seen the stain in him early—something troubled and unmoored, a crawling chaos—and she loved him regardless. Something had put its mark on him, and over time that mark grew and grew, leeching him like a cancer.

Once—back when he still talked to her sometimes—he’d even told her about it. The dark god inside the mesa. Otkon, he called it, but she doesn’t think that’s its real name. It was just a word he’d picked up along the way from some other tribe back East.

This Otkon had oozed out of the granite fissures along the mesa’s rim, and it came upon Charlie, and it made promises. It pushed its way into Charles’ mind, and it showed him things. Wonderful, terrible things.

I din’t believe in it, not at first, Charles said. It was while they were building the cabin, she remembers. They were still sleeping in bedrolls outside. The boy had been kindling in her belly. She remembers how the light from the campfire danced across Charles’ face, made it look like he was burning from the inside out. I din’t believe in it until I saw you.

Why, husband?

Because you were the first promise it made me.

Otkon was older than the world, he explained. Older than the stars in the sky. Older than any notion of good or evil invented by men.

What’s it want with you then?

But Charles didn’t have an answer for that.

She should have left then, she thinks. Gone back to her people. Her love was a light, and with another man, it might have been enough to guide him. But that stain in him was an extinguishing darkness. She thinks about the story her mother used to tell her about the two brothers. They’re out hunting, and they come across an elk. The younger one is too frightened to take the shot, which makes the older brother mad. Later that night, they’re sleeping by the fire, and a man steps out of the shadows and approaches them. The younger brother welcomes him and offers him some meat. But the man says nothing; instead, he grabs the younger brother and drags him screaming into the woods. When the older brother returns to their home, crying, to tell his grandfather what happened, the grandfather takes him out to find the man. They follow his tracks to the shores of a deep lake. The grandfather tells the older brother to wait for him. When the grandfather returns, he’s carrying the dead man over his shoulder. He throws the corpse at the older brother’s feet and tells him to look into the man’s mouth. The older brother sees that the spaces between his teeth are filled with meat. The grandfather gives him a stick and tells him to pick the meat out of the man’s teeth, to put it all in a pile. Once that’s done, the grandfather cuts the man open, and the two of them pull out a pile of bones. They put the meat and the bones into a hollow stone and carry it home.

The next day, the older brother wakes to find his younger brother waiting for him. Brother! he calls, delighted, you’re alive!

The younger brother smiles mysteriously. Yes, he says. I have risen from the meat.

Risen from the meat.

That was Charles. Whatever he’d met out in this cursed place had consumed him wholly, and the thing that stumbled into Rosa’s village was just bones and flesh without a working soul. She’d been too young and too dumb to see it.

The mesa towers over her now, its crooked shoulder lifting into the churning grey clouds. She can hear it humming low, like wind through a glass bottle.

She thinks about the boy, who she’d loved with every bit of her, despite the man what sired him. The boy had been of her. Had been the best she had to offer the world. And that unmoored, dangerous thing in Charles couldn’t allow it. So it made Charles kill him.

She thinks about the new thing kindling right now in her belly. She feels it down there, right in her center, spinning slowly into her guts. So cold that it burns.

This new thing is not of her. The unmoored thing… it’s found a new place to rest. To grow.

Snow begins to flake out of the sky. The ground angles upward as the mesa beckons her deeper into the darkening day.

You take it back, she thinks, wondering if the unmoored thing can hear her. Just pull it out of me and take it back. Please.

Something booms, way off, like distant thunder.

She can see the skull now. It’s grinning down at her.

And in that grin, she thinks she sees its answer.


The Pig Farm

By Madison Kilian

June was not missing, no matter what anyone had to say about it.

Oh, it looked for all the world like she’d vanished in the night, but Abigail was her sister, and Abigail knew better. June was not missing—she was just in the cave.

She’d stopped by the house Abigail shared with her new husband, Calvin Landers, on Sunday night when Abigail’s father-in-law was visiting. Abigail had taken one look at her sister on the doorstep, hair falling loose and a flush on her cheeks, and ushered her quietly onto the porch, shutting the front door behind them.

“We have company, June,” she said quietly. “Now ain’t the time—”

“Never mind that,” June had said, gripping her arm with shocking strength. “I have proof now—nobody can leave Sweetsville.”

Abigail had groaned, pulled her sister farther away from the house. “You can’t say things like that,” she said. “We’ve talked about this!”

“Your precious social standing can wait,” June said, and Abigail clicked her teeth in annoyance.

June had never understood—Abigail had been lucky to marry so well. Calvin was his family’s only son, heir to the Landers house and money and property. He was a lawyer like his father, and unlike so many, he had ambitions. Abigail, meanwhile, had grown up poor, grown up with the stain of being a traitor’s daughter—the town was polite enough not to mention the fact that their father had deserted from the militia and had been summarily executed when caught, but they knew it anyway. Abigail could see it in their eyes.

Now she had June to contend with and her tales of supernatural impossibilities that veered into delusion. It was the third strike against her, and if Calvin decided this was all too much and needed a wife with better standing, Abigail knew she would have no recourse.

June snapped her fingers in front of Abigail’s eyes. “Will you pay attention?”

“Make it quick,” Abigail said, folding her arms.

“I tested my theory that nobody can leave here,” June started, and Abigail shook her head, cutting her off.

“People leave all the time,” she said.

“But they always come back,” June said, eyes bright. “They always mean to come back. The last person who left this place with no plan ever to return was—”

“Daddy,” Abigail said, heart in her throat. “Well… so what? It’s nice here!”

“I’m gonna ignore that,” June said. “I tried it myself. Just now, tonight.”

Against her will, Abigail was curious. “What do you mean?”

“I packed a bag and started walking down the road north,” June said. “Told myself I was going to leave right then and I would never come back here again.”

“So what happened?”

“I walked in a straight line north through the dark and ended up coming back into town from the south,” June said. “Sweetsville won’t let us leave.”

“Even if that were true—” Abigail said, and June glared at her.

“You should care, you know,” she said. “Doesn’t darling Calvin have ambitions? Doesn’t he want to move to Little Rock? How good of a husband will he be to you when he’s trapped here?”

“What do you want?” Abigail said, defeated.

“I’m going into the cave,” June said. “And if I don’t come back, I want you to come after me.”

She was embarrassed to admit to it now, but Abigail had lost it a little at that. “There is no witch in the caves keeping us from leaving!” she’d yelled. “The only thing that’s in there is the food we need to keep cold!”

Before June could fire back, the front door opened to show Calvin silhouetted against the lamp indoors. “Everything all right, darlin’?”

“Just fine!” Abigail had answered, a bit shrill, even for her ears. “June just stopped by to ask a question about the church picnic next week. She’s on her way out.”

“You had that one ready to go, didn’t you?” June muttered as Abigail steered her down the porch steps.

“Enough,” Abigail hissed. “Go home.”

“Promise,” June said. “Promise you’ll come after me.”

Abigail had promised.

She had even meant to keep that promise, but once people began to notice June’s absence, she had more than one conversation with Calvin’s family about how relieved she must be not to have to worry about June’s behaviour any longer. She nodded, smiled sadly like they expected, but it was true, she thought. Didn’t she deserve a reprieve from worrying about what outrageous thing June would do next?

Still, June’s disappearance gnawed at her. The cave wasn’t dangerous, Abigail thought, but what if she’d gotten lost? What if she’d fallen?

What if there was a witch, ready to consume her sister?

“Did you ever hear stories of the cave witch?” she asked Calvin after dinner one night, staring out the parlour window into the dark. “When you were young?”

“Sure, everyone did,” Calvin said, sitting down next to her. “Nanny used to go on about it whenever we weren’t behaving.”

“Let me guess,” Abigail said. “You don’t eat your dinner, the cave witch will eat you?”

“Something like that,” he said with a smile. “Old stories for children and the superstitious.”

Which one was June? Abigail thought and shook her head, attempting to physically banish the thought.

“What about you?” Calvin asked. “Your nanny give you the same speech?”

We didn’t have a nanny. “Daddy told us stories sometimes,” Abigail said carefully. “That the witch would eat us if we were out after dark, or if we went into the cave by ourselves.” When Calvin didn’t react at the mention of her father, she relaxed. “I used to be terrified to go into that cave, even with other people around.”

“You don’t seem scared now,” Calvin said.

“Well, of course not,” Abigail said. “I’m full-grown, and witches aren’t real.”

Her father’s stories had been quite a bit darker than that, full of violence and pain, but she thought it best not to mention it.

Abigail didn’t sleep well that night, and her dreams were haunted by the toys her father had made when she and June were small. He had made little finger puppets out of scraps of fabric and told their bedtime stories with them, making them dance for her and June’s delight. The cave witch puppet often had a starring role, and in her dreams that night, it loomed large, clumsy stitches grown to a massive height, chasing her down the road as she ran after June.

Abigail woke with a start, drenched in sweat, and Calvin didn’t even stir as she rose and walked to the window.

She could still hear her father’s voice, feel his touch on her cheek. “Take care of your sister,” he’d said the last time he left them for good, and as much as Abigail didn’t want to, she felt awful about ignoring him.

If anything goes wrong, she thought, I will resent you for the rest of my life.

Whether she was talking to her father or to June, Abigail couldn’t say.

When Calvin left the house in the morning, Abigail packed up a lantern and as many spare candles as she could sneak away without being noticed. She wore her shabbiest dress—a holdover from before her marriage—and went out the back door, heading to Sweet’s Cave and hoping she would not be seen.

Sweet’s Cave was cool, even in the heat of the summer, and some families kept their ice boxes in there to keep things extra cold. Abigail wove through the silent graveyard of refrigeration and made her way to the back of the cave, putting a hand against the wall and feeling for any little opening June might have squeezed through.

Abigail had never gone down into the depths of the cave herself, but when she was young, the boys had—daring each other to explore the tunnels, although none of them had ever made it that far down. There were multiple branches, she remembered, and groaned, raising the lantern a little higher.

How on earth was she meant to find June if she didn’t even know where June had gone? I ought to just leave her down here, she thought viciously. It would serve her right—

The lantern light fell on a crack in the cave wall, and Abigail’s breath caught as she leaned down to investigate the bright red bloom of a stain against the rock. She touched it hesitantly and let out a sigh of relief that it was not wet—chalk, it felt like, an arrow pointing into the earth.

It was a small opening, barely wide enough, but Abigail took a deep breath and pressed herself into the shadows.

Rock squeezed in from all sides, and Abigail shut her eyes tight as she took small, careful steps forward. “The Lord is my shepherd,” she whispered, “I shall not want.”

God was everywhere, the preacher said, but it was hard to feel the Lord’s presence down here as the air got colder and colder, and the tunnel felt tighter and tighter. Abigail’s teeth were chattering by now, and she was still too afraid to open her eyes. It wasn’t as if she were going to miss a turn, she reasoned. She could feel every distortion and crack in the earth around her. There was nowhere to go but down.

She walked for what felt like hours, but when the tunnel began to widen, and she could breathe again, she opened her eyes, and the oil level in the lantern had barely dipped. She was in a small opening, with several tunnels branching off. Each one looked mostly the same, but as she held the lantern out, she spotted the faintest chalk arrow, still bright red, pointing deeper into the ground.

“June?” she called out. “June, are you down there?”

No answer came floating up to her, and Abigail pulled her shawl closer around her before following the arrow.

The cave never grew quite as close around her as it had in the initial descent, but there were a few tight squeezes, and her dress ripped in several places. If it weren’t for June’s arrows, Abigail would have had no sense of where she was—the tunnels snaked through the earth with no common design, and there was an abundance of switchbacks and splits and spirals that made her dizzy.

The cold was beginning to get to her, making her hands shake badly enough that holding the lantern was becoming troublesome. Her hands were becoming blue, even in the yellow lamplight, and she could see her own shaky breaths. Hell, she knew, was a lake of fire, but she was starting to suspect that perhaps the Lord had overlooked the possibilities of cold.

She was looking for June’s arrow at a fork in the tunnel when she heard the laugh.

Her head snapped up and she stumbled back, slamming against the cave wall hard, and stood frozen as she waited for it to come again. “June?” she whispered as loud as she dared. “Was that you?”

Another laugh floated up from the left-hand tunnel, and with it came the sound of rushing water. Abigail dropped to her knees, curling up in a ball as the laugh got louder, rougher, until she was able to recognise it as her father.

Why was she doing this? What possible gain was there to going a single step farther? She had promised, yes, but both June and their father had promised things, too. June had promised to be normal. Their father had promised to come home. What was one more broken promise in the scheme of things?

“Abigail,” her father’s voice said. “Take care of your sister.”

“Go away,” Abigail said, her own voice shaking. “Leave me alone.”

The voice laughed again, trailing off, leaving Abigail alone with the sound of the water.

She sat there for a very long time. Maybe June was dead down here or injured. She was far enough down by now that nobody could find her; nobody would know that she could have helped and chose not to, or even that June needed help at all.

It would be so easy to turn around.

But Abigail had to know, had to find out one way or the other what had happened. She couldn’t live her whole life with her sister hanging over her shoulder, threatening to pop into her life like a bad dream.

She stood up, brushed herself off, and kept going.

The sound of rushing water grew stronger and stronger, and each arrow led her closer to the noise. She squeezed through one last small opening and straightened out to see she was in a large cavern, so tall she could not see the top of it with her lantern. Flowing through the middle of the room, cutting a wide path, was a river.

Abigail paused on the riverbank to drink, her thirst overpowering her need to avoid the cold. The water was as icy as expected, but she was numb enough by now that she could ignore it, plunging her hands in to scoop it up to her mouth. The water glowed faintly—not enough to be visible in the sunlight, most likely, but in the pitch black, it was almost blinding.

You could live down here, Abigail thought. There was water, some light, and plenty of space—if you knew how to get to the surface, there was food as well, unguarded in the iceboxes for the taking.

Is that what had happened to their father? Is that why Abigail had heard him laugh? Abigail hoped very much that it was not—she could only handle so many problem relatives hanging over her head.

June had left a red arrow pointing along the river, and Abigail followed it, walking aimlessly through the cavern with the lantern at her side. She could breathe easier now that she was outside the maze of tunnels, but it didn’t put her any more at ease. The cavern felt like a stomach, and she the stupid Jonah who had dove headfirst into the whale’s mouth.

The river’s glow meant she had to rely a little less on her lantern to see by. She considered putting it out in an effort to save the oil, but as she raised it to eye level, she saw that the wick had not diminished, and the oil was not much lower than it had been when she entered. It was an uneasy thing, and she dropped her arm to avoid thinking about it. She had been down here long enough that she should have had to switch to the candles, but—

No. There was no need to think about it. She just had to find June and leave, and then she would never think about her underground excursion again.

The cavern ended abruptly, the far wall looming out of the darkness quicker than Abigail could blink. The river poured through a small hole and disappeared out of sight, and Abigail raised the lantern again to get a better look at her surroundings.

Where the rest of the cavern had been fairly empty and open, this end was busy with boulders in piles, mushrooms growing out of the cracks between rock, and a small pile of cloth almost hidden behind a boulder. Signs of life, Abigail thought with revulsion. She approached the cloth carefully and picked at the pile.

Shirts. Handkerchiefs. Dresses.

Some of them looked new, but most of what she found was hideously out of date. She had hoped to find something that might keep her warm, but all of it was dirty and damp, and some pieces at the bottom of the pile had partially rotted away. Abigail wrinkled her nose as she dropped the sodden mess and wiped her hands on the front of her skirt.

“These are people’s clothes!” she could hear June say. “The witch left them when she was done eating them!”

Abigail was less sure that was nonsense than she had been when she woke up this morning.

“June,” she called out, turning her back on the cavern wall, “if you’re down here, and I get eaten by a witch, I will blame you for it for the rest of my life.” She paused, considering. “Or your life. Or until Judgement Day, whichever is longer.”

There was no response. She hadn’t expected one, not really.

She walked away from the river, heading to the outskirts of the cavern, and the lantern light fell across a pile of boulders in the distance that looked like a grand throne. She squinted, hoping the dark mass upon it was June, but as she got closer, she realised with disgust that it was only another pile of ruined clothes. She halfheartedly searched through the pile, looking for something familiar, but found nothing.

Abigail had run out of arrows and run out of places to look. Unless June had crossed the river—and even June wasn’t that crazy yet—the only way to go was back up.

“I’m going home,” she said out loud, and her voice echoed through the earth. She let the echo die out and picked up her skirt to leave, but before she could take a step, she heard a faint groan from behind the stone chair.

She whirled around fast enough that she nearly lost her balance and nearly lost the lantern in her haste to run around the back, where June lay, curled up in a ball.

“June,” Abigail said, dropping to her sister’s side and shaking her. “June, wake up—”

“Leave my dinner alone,” a voice said from behind her, and Abigail’s heart dropped. She stood and turned slowly, holding up the lantern to reveal the cave witch.

It was tall, twice as tall as Calvin, draped in a thick black cloak that blended into the darkness around it. There was no kindness in the wide grin on its face, and Abigail couldn’t make out its eyes, covered as they were in the shadows from its hat. It was a scrawny, skinny thing, arms dangling lifelessly at its side, and Abigail did her best to bite back a scream.

“None of that,” the witch said without any movement in its frozen smile, swaying gently from side to side. “You don’t have to be here, you know.”

June groaned, eyes fluttering, and Abigail ripped her gaze from the cave witch. “June?”

“Abigail,” June said, voice rough. “Abigail, look—”

She held out her hand as she tried to rise to her feet, and Abigail helped her up. June shoved her hand closer, and Abigail carefully opened it up to find one of the puppets their father had made.

“He was here,” June said hoarsely. “He tried to leave, and the witch took him.”

“I remember,” the witch said. “He was quite tasty.”

June let out a strangled cry and lunged forward, only stopping when Abigail grabbed the back of her dress.

“You’re real,” Abigail said, holding her sister back. “How are you real?”

“I told you,” June muttered.

“What a boring question,” the witch said. “Real, not real—I am here, and so are you, pinned underground with me.”

“So… she was right?” Abigail asked. “You won’t let anyone leave? Your… magic?”

“Magic? You can call it that if you’d like,” the witch said, amused.

“Why?” June asked. “Why keep us here?”

The witch cocked its head. “Why does the farmer keep the pigs in a pen?”

Abigail and June looked at each other, then back at the witch. “We’re the pigs?”

“You feed. You grow. You have babies,” the witch said. “The animals prosper, and the farmer eats well.”

Abigail felt sick. “Whenever someone disappears—”

“Good pigs come when they’re called,” the witch said. “And this one here is a very good pig.”

June screamed, wordless with anger. The witch ignored her, turning its gaze onto Abigail.

“I didn’t call you, piglet,” it said. “You’re barely edible.”

Abigail had no interest in asking what made a person edible or not. “I’m sorry for bothering you,” she said, babbling in panic. “I won’t come back—you’re right, I’m not worth eating—there are much tastier people above ground.”

“You won’t get away with this,” June spat out.

“If you want to leave, leave,” the witch said. “You were clever enough to find me. I can let you go if you promise not to cause a fuss among the herd.”

“Can I bring my husband?” Abigail asked, ignoring the look on June’s face. “He wants to live in Little Rock, you see, and—”

“Abigail,” her sister hissed, scandalised. “You’re just going to let that thing hunt everyone else for sport?”

“For food, dear,” the witch said.

June screamed again, grabbing a rock off the ground and throwing it at the witch. It rebounded off its chest with seemingly no effect, and June began to gather more rocks.

“Your husband can go with you if you’d like,” the witch said, ignoring June’s scramble. “As far away as you want. Just leave my farm in peace.”

“Not likely,” June said, shoving a few rocks in Abigail’s arms. “We’re going to stop you.”

The witch laughed, scratchy and loud, without moving its mouth. “With rocks?”

“We’ll go back up,” June said. “We’ll tell the preacher. He’ll know what to do.”

Abigail could see it play out in her mind: they would emerge from the cave, dirty and terrified. June would run to tell the preacher, the mayor—anyone who would stand still to listen for long enough. Some people might believe her—the mayor’s wife was into spiritualism—but Calvin’s father wouldn’t, and plenty of other people wouldn’t as well. They would go into the caves and find nothing, as it would be easy enough for a witch to hide when it wanted to. June would be deemed insane, and Abigail would forever bear the stain of a crazy sister and a traitor father. She would be lucky if she had two pennies to rub together at the end of it.

The June beside her threw another rock, taking a few steps backwards. “Come on, Abigail, throw! We have to get out of here!”

Abigail took a few steps back as well, grabbed her rock tight and smashed it with all her might into June’s head.

June dropped like a sack of potatoes, groaning slightly, and Abigail knelt by her side, bringing the rock down again and again until there was no more movement, no more sound. She dropped the rock and reeled back, landing hard against the cave wall. The witch hovered silently, watching Cain and Abel unfold before it.

“We can leave?” Abigail asked once she’d caught her breath. “My husband and I, we can leave?”

The witch bowed its head. “Whenever you like. I will not keep you.”

Abigail let out all the air in her lungs, letting her head hang. “Thank you—”

The witch, she noticed suddenly, was not standing. It was floating.

The detail stuck in her mind and she frowned. The witch’s feet were limp, pointing down—dangling with the same lifelessness as its arms. As her breathing slowed, her heartbeat calmed, and she could faintly make out heavy, wet breaths under the noise of the river. She stood up, walked a tiny bit closer, and held the lantern out. The witch watched her do it without any change in its expression, in its posture—just the same gentle, constant swaying.

The lantern light was dimmer now, but her eyes had long adjusted to the dark, and now that she was calm enough to look carefully, she could see a hulking dark shape behind the witch, wider and taller by far than what the witch itself was. She took another step forward and her foot landed on her father’s puppet, discarded on the ground where June had dropped it. Abigail’s blood ran cold as she picked it up, holding it in front of the witch to compare.

The witch swooped down and the lower half of its body crumpled like a curtain, dragging along on the ground behind it as its frozen, artificial face came completely into the light. Its eyes, once in shadow, now were revealed fully: glassy, blank, beady things. It looked down at the puppet in Abigail’s hand and laughed.

“A clever little concept,” the witch—the puppet—said. “You were expecting a witch? This way, you have a witch.”

Abigail ran.

She dropped the lantern somewhere along the narrow path, and when she emerged into the blinding sunlight, her eyes began to water, but she didn’t slow down. She took the back roads home again, taking much less care about who—or what—saw her. All that mattered was as much distance between her and whatever lived below Sweet’s Cave as possible.

She locked all the doors and windows when she arrived home, burned the dress she’d been wearing, and picked out something nicer—something fitting, something that showed off her place as a Landers. There was a white streak in her hair that hadn’t been there before, and she clumsily covered it up with shoe polish before styling it as her mother-in-law would. It was not a perfect cover, but Calvin wouldn’t notice, and by the time he came home, she was sitting quietly in the parlour, working on her embroidery.

He greeted her fondly and kissed her cheek and had no idea that anything whatsoever was amiss. She nodded her way through dinner as he told her about his day, absorbing very little of it.

“Calvin, dear,” she said, interrupting him when he took a breath. “Do you still mean to move us to Little Rock?”

He took the conversational right turn with ease. “I do,” he said. “We can wait for a little while, though—if you want to give your sister time to come back.”

“I do miss my sister,” Abigail said slowly, choosing her words carefully. “But… she won’t come back.”

Calvin frowned. “Are you sure?”

“She was never happy here after our father left. In fact, I think we should go as soon as possible. There are too many unpleasant memories for me here, and I think you’re ready to move up in the world.”

Calvin was silent, and for a moment, Abigail worried she’d spoken too plainly. But Calvin smiled, took her hand across the table and pressed it to his lips.

“I’ll begin making the arrangements,” he said. “You truly are the best of wives.”

That night, Abigail dreamed of grand balls and silk dresses and social clubs, a life in Little Rock with power and connections and money, and June, her father, the cave witch—all were mercifully absent. When she woke in the morning, she felt refreshed and relaxed and told Calvin she’d slept better than she had in weeks.

“That’s the promise of Little Rock,” he said, and Abigail couldn’t have agreed more.


Fire Above, Below, Forward, and Behind

By Errick Nunnally

“All we ask is to be let alone.”

— Jefferson Davis

May 13, 1862

The predawn hours in Charleston held the sweet spot between the waning cold of winter and the scarring heat of South Carolina summers. Mist rose off the water as just enough light to see recognisable shapes broke across the harbour. Prickles of sweat pinched at Robert Smalls’ dark skin as he piloted the Planter deeper into Charleston Harbor.

Pilot, he thought. Something I’m not allowed to be called, and I sure as hell won’t be called one tomorrow—if we live that long.

Formerly a cotton-hauling steamer, the Planter drafted low at four feet. That made the vessel perfect for Confederate purposes, and so it had been pressed into service along the labyrinthine rivers and seaways of the South Carolina coast. She’d been mounted with two guns and put to work transporting munitions. Tonight, it would be transporting the most precious cargo Smalls would ever haul: his wife and daughters. The thought of them brought the usual pang of loss. Junior would’ve been four years old this year.

They’d discussed the plan in as much detail as possible earlier in the spring. Smalls knew the crewmen well and how dangerous a proposition even discussing such matters could be. Smalls’ wife, Hannah, had been informed only days before. No one else knew the plan, and no one knew when it would go into effect. The timing was up to Smalls. Everyone else just needed to be ready.

Several hours earlier, the time had come.

The Planter had spent nearly a week before today hauling guns from Cole’s Island to James Island, and Smalls believed the Captain and his officers would spend the evening in Charleston rather than stay aboard ship with the enslaved. It was against regulations to leave them unsupervised, but the officers did it anyway. Smalls reckoned the burden of their privilege was a hungry beast that required constant feeding.

When Captain Relyea had stepped across the sliver of space between the pier and the boat, Smalls watched from the corner of the deck, waiting for the right moment. The rest of the enslaved crew were unloading two hundred pounds of ammunition and four pieces of artillery to stow in the hold. He’d quietly told them to take their time loading it, ensuring that delivery would be put off until the next day.

“Captain Relyea, sir?” Smalls hurried across the deck as Relyea turned.

“What is it, Robert?”

Smalls doffed his cap and said, “Sir, we was wonderin’ if we might have our families visit this evenin’? Look like it gonna be after dark ‘fore we finish loadin’ the hold up. Sure would be nice to see the missus and mah girls, sir.”

Relyea scowled for a moment, making some unknown calculation before he slipped his pocketwatch out and peered at it. Then he said, “You have until 10 P.M. for visitors. We launch at 8:30 A.M. tomorrow, understand?”

“Yes, sir, Captain Relyea, sir. She’ll be ready at 8 A.M.” Smalls smacked the rail, a wide grin plastered on his face.

As Relyea’s backside faded, a tightness squeezed at Smalls’ heart.

Tonight’s the night, he thought. Tonight or never.

Whites were terrified of conspiratorial negro rebellion. The Vesey Uprising forty years earlier had been aborted by one of the conspirators more terrified of their master than spending the rest of his days enslaved. The rebels had been rounded up and hung, their heads severed and placed on pikes to serve as a reminder to anyone else who thought to rebel. Echoes of the earlier and bloodier Stono Rebellion led to the passage of the Negro Act. It restricted the enslaved’s few privileges and mobility further than before. Militias were raised to stand resolute against such plans of aggression.

Smalls had no intention of murdering his way to freedom, nor did he wish to drag his family through blood. If the runaways were found out, everyone knew Smalls would scuttle the ship and take them all down.

Two of the crewmen baulked at the plan, and Smalls had to have an intense talk with them about holding their tongues. They opted to stay behind. Hannah, however, had simply nodded and said, “It is a potent risk, but we—us and our children—must be free. We’ll go, and if we die, we die.”

They had one chance at making this work.

He nosed the Planter toward a pier across the harbour. The bizarre mines he’d helped distribute lay to port. They’d have to successfully pass several batteries of guns and navigate that minefield. The final test would be Fort Sumter, a pentagonal fortress with sixty-foot walls, six feet thick, and guns protruding on all sides. A place of heavy foreboding and, possibly, doom. Smalls wiped his palms on his jacket more than once and gripped the wheel with stubborn determination.

Of all the dangerous tasks ahead, it was the minefield that weighed heaviest on his mind. Memories of what appeared to be gigantic, gelatinous yolks decayed like nightmares stiffened his spine. It was the first time he’d caught a glimpse of the ovular things in the hold, with their iridescent membranes. Nothing like the Singer mines he’d handled and set at other times. These new things had sent a lightning strike of raw terror through his mind, and now they were going to steam toward them willfully. The mines’ otherworldliness was a detail he’d shared with no one. To assuage concerns, he mentioned the fact that Relyea used a crinkled, leatherbound book to place the defensive weapons. They trusted Smalls, but that last had been a lie. The book Captain Relyea read from bore an alien scribble, pictograms so tortured as to be unreadable—hardly notes for placement of those floating horrors. Smalls glanced at the hand-sized tome stowed beneath the dash before docking across the bay. Though he had no maps or plans for the minefield, he’d memorised the placements—damn the book.

At 3 A.M., it was time for phase two of the plan. Smalls guided the steamer to the dock.

“Casey, come help me get these ropes tied ‘fore we give the signal.”

The man nodded, and they set about their task with the sure hands of experience. One of the men from the boiler room brought a torch onto the deck. He waved it back and forth four times before extinguishing it.

Smalls and Casey peered into the dark, waiting. Within moments, people began to appear from hiding places in the tree line. He counted as they came.

“One, two, three, four—”

“Poppa!”

Smalls’ youngest daughter hugged him tight. “Hey, sweetheart. You bein’ good for momma, being quiet, yeah?”

She nodded, a finger to her lips. Behind Elizabeth stood his wife Hannah and her two daughters, girls he’d come to think of as his own. That had become the way as families were torn apart day by day. They had to look out for each other.

Hannah kissed him, a nervous peck. She understood exactly how dangerous this plan could be. They might all end up at the bottom of Charleston Harbor by her husband’s hand if matters went south.

“You brought the bedsheet?”

“I did,” Hannah said. She unfurled one arm, showing a tightly wound white cloth.

Smalls managed a smile and extracted Elizabeth’s tiny hands from his pants. He gave one quick nod to his wife and said to the assembled, “We got all eleven here. Time for y’all to know the truth of this visit.”

Smalls recounted the plan, and several of them began wailing. He shushed them with a sharp hiss and said, “Hush up, or you gonna get us all killed! Y’all want to stay and die on their terms, huh? Bein’ their property? Or you wanna get on this here boat and point your noses at the freedom to make your own way? That’s what this is, a chance to choose for yourselves.”

Smalls waited a few moments, letting the silence speak. Then he pointed sharply at the boat, and people moved.

To Hannah, he said, “Y’all go to the hold and stay quiet. Hear? You keep everyone quiet, okay?”

“I will, Robert.” She hurried away with the girls forming up like little satellites around her.

Smalls made to untie the line, and Casey did the same at the other cleat. In no time, they were steaming back into the harbour, just the usual business of the Planter, picking up supplies for distribution. Stick with the plan, Smalls thought. They’ll see what they want to see.

In the wheelhouse, Smalls’ eyes were drawn again to the book. The few times he’d held the thing, it felt warm, even though it’d been out of Relyea’s hands for hours. Now, he resisted the urge to pick it up again and ignored the electric tingle calling for his touch. Despite his own common sense, he reached for the book.

“Robert,” Casey called from the bottom of the ladder. “We comin’ up on the first signal.”

Smalls jerked his hand back and looked down over his shoulder. He said, “Okay, go on about business as usual.”

Casey had been the catalyst for this plan and remained the most stalwart and trustworthy among the crew. One day, he’d playfully slapped Captain Relyea’s distinctive straw hat on Smalls’ head and said, “Boy, you look jes like de captain!”

In height and build, he did resemble the captain. In this light, at this distance, it would work. It had to. The plan relied on the forts’ sentries seeing Captain Relyea issuing whistle-code responses and pacing the deck. The entire scheme relied on the Confederates’ arrogance and sense of mastery over their slaves.

Smalls kept his eyes on the harbour waters, waiting to call out to the sentry. The hundred-foot steamer chugged beneath his feet, a steady thrum that matched the slow pounding he felt at the base of his skull. He tugged the chain with the appropriate response. Seconds crawled by as he waited, his breath hissing at the back of his throat. In response, a series of short blasts sounded from the fort’s sentry, a distinct rhythm.

Pass the Planter.

Smalls took a deep, cleansing breath.

They passed, safe for now. His headache surged in intensity at each fort, but they were allowed to pass. Soon, they’d be in the minefield, and after that, under the guns of Fort Sumter. He called Casey to the pilothouse.

“Take the wheel. We got a few minutes ‘fore the mines, and I want to check on the boys at the boiler.”

“Robert, I don’t know how to—”

“Just hold her steady and keep an eye out.”

“You got it. Hurry back, Cap’n. I’m not the man for this.”

Smalls gave one sharp nod and rushed below decks. He hadn’t been entirely honest again, and it chilled him until he made it to the hold.

“Hannah?”

Among the eleven faces huddled in the dark, his wife emerged, their three daughters in tow. “We here, Robert.”

“Poppa, are we safe yet?” Elizabeth was the youngest and the only child they had together by birth.

“There’s my girls,” Smalls said and hugged them briefly. Elizabeth wouldn’t let go.

“We’re almost there, darling. I have to finish the work, though. I’ll see you in a while.”

Hannah smiled and kissed Smalls before pulling Elizabeth back. The little girl didn’t cling any longer than they allowed; she understood how important it was to obey her parents.

Both Hannah and Smalls shared a brief, sad smile before he disappeared from the hold.

At the boiler room, he called in, “How you boys doin’?”

The two men nodded, wiping sweat from their eyes, and continued working. They had to feed the boiler at a steady pace to maintain speed and be ready to shovel more as needed.

“All right, we comin’ up on the minefield. I gotta get back. Listen out for my order to burn.”

“Yessir,” the two men said, keeping at their task.

Smalls hustled back to the pilothouse and took the wheel from Casey.

“You see ‘em yet?”

Casey shook his head. No.

“They right there, look. See how the water don’t reflect the same in some spots? And the colour’s kind o’ strange.”

“Oh, yeah, I see.”

“They ain’t like any I ever seen before. We got to be extra careful with these things.”

“Okay, what now?”

“Now, I gotta take us through, nice and slow. It’s a pattern, and I gotta thread it. You go down to the foredeck, grab a pike. Might need to push one or two clear if’n they drifted on their mooring. And listen: you do that with an angel’s touch, Casey.”

“Aye, aye, cap’n.” Casey grinned, his broad face slick with the sweat and grease of hard labour. He’d spent most of his time below decks, loading and unloading ammo and heavy guns for the last several months. He hadn’t seen the mines up close. That operation came before he was on the crew. If the mines had been Singers, they’d have needed to service them by now. This was an entirely new, impenetrable minefield. The Union dared not chance it.

Smalls guided the Planter into the area. The mines bobbed gently below the surface as the boat’s wake disturbed them. He found himself whispering, easy, over and over, gently nudging the wheel port and starboard.

The thrumming of the boat vibrated through his heart. A sense of corruption and malignance crept into his thoughts, and an intense longing for freedom clenched the back of his throat.

To be free of Charleston.

To be free of the Confederacy.

To be free.

His fingers found the book, and it slipped easily into his palm. Still warm, always warm. It was a beguiling sensation, skin-prickling and unnerving.

Casey held up a fist from the foredecks. Smalls throttled back and looked toward where the man was pointing. Two of the mines had drifted into their path. The boat’s chugging lessened as Smalls tweaked the throttle and brought them to the closest thing a ship could do that resembled a stop. Casey edged up to the railing and made to push the mine with a feather touch, not the force a steamship would bring.

Smalls watched. Casey lowered the pole, his face a rictus of tension. Both men could see the eerie iridescence of the two mines’ surface. Smalls heard a voice slither past his ears and looked about the empty pilothouse.

Had one of the children slipped out of the hold and crept about? Someone else?

There was no one else present, and when he looked to the fore, Casey struggled with writhing black tendrils. At least one of them wound round his neck, the rest snaked the pole, and another around his waist pressed the man against the rail. His eyes spun wild in their sockets, pleading with his captain.

These aren’t mines. This is no project of Man!

If Smalls were to reverse the vessel, Casey could be immediately crushed or torn overboard. He snatched a fire axe from the bulkhead and rushed from the pilothouse, skipping down the ladder. Another mine extended itself up the side of the hull like a gigantic slug. The boat listed slightly, and a crack of pain split his skull. A rush of sibilant voices gnawed at his brain, driving him to his knees. Words that he could only discern as determination and hatred slapped at his mind.

Casey’s eyes slid back as he began to lose consciousness. Smalls rallied, ignoring the stochastic yammering flooding his ears and surged forward. When he attempted to wrap two hands around the axe’s handle, he realised that he was still carrying the book. He shoved it into his coat pocket and swung the axe, severing the tendril around Casey’s neck. The man gasped and slumped. Smalls peered at the creature adhered to the hull, and a dozen eyes peered back.

“My God,” he said, “What have these fools brought into this world?”

He hacked at the coiled, slimy ropes around his crewman’s arm and pole. He slid the handle of the axe around Casey, braced one foot on the rail, and hauled backwards. The men sprawled on the deck as the monstrosity began mounting the railing, unconcerned with the cuts Small had dealt. Behind them, another beast flowed onto the ship, a gash forming across its width. Hundreds of proboscises squirmed in its maw as tendrils writhed around multiple eyes popping open across its bulk.

“Get up, Casey! We got to go!”

Smalls hauled the groggy crewman to his feet and pushed him ahead. In the water, he could see more of the dark shapes moving toward the ship, closing like a net. It was no wonder that this was such a secure harbour with the Union so close. The creatures moved with strength and malevolent purpose, quietly sinking vessels. He could feel the soft thumps of the things as more of them bumped into the side of the ship.

Casey’s voice rasped when he spoke. “What the Hell are those things?”

“These damn fools have sold their souls for demons!”

Fear and confusion streaked across Casey’s face. Smalls grabbed the crewman’s shirt and said, “Go to the hold, make sure it’s secure, keep them safe.”

“What you gonna do, Robert?”

“I… I don’t know. Go!”

He had to keep them off the ship. If he could beat enough of them back and get to the bridge, make a run for it, lock them out of the pilothouse and hold—another peel of gibberish and raw feeling thrashed his mind and body. Volumes of menace and hatred flowed, occult forces unleashed by this foul Confederacy, this counter-alignment to humanity. He roared, shaking off the shroud of hopelessness, and attacked. Smalls swung the axe like a madman, carving monsters and deck alike. The creatures slowed but never stopped. Wherever he slashed, they stitched and attacked again.

Desperation boiled in his mind as his arms fatigued and his breathing came hard and hot like the steam bellows propelling the ship. He’d have to scuttle the boat. He would sacrifice them all on the altar of freedom and deal a blow to the Confederacy. He wouldn’t allow another monster to lay claim to his family.

Smalls spun and made to sprint away. His ankle caught, and he sprawled, dropping the axe. Multiple tendrils whipped about his legs, pulling and tearing cloth and flesh alike. Buttons flew from his jacket, and the book splayed open on the deck. Searing pain lanced his brain as his body contorted. He screwed his eyes shut and clawed at the deck, trying to loose himself from the creeping horrors. His hand met the pages of the book, and when his eyes flew open, the scribbles made sense. Compelled by forces he would never comprehend, Smalls read the words aloud. He preached to them with a thunderous passion that threatened to pierce his sternum. He felt the power of the book flow through his body as he slid whole into the creature’s improvised mouth.

Smalls thought of his mother, freed from John McKee’s ownership, safe behind Union lines in Beaufort. He recalled her concern when he was a child of getting too comfortable being the master’s son’s playmate—a boy who was likely his half-brother. She took him down to the town square to see the unvarnished truth. The yokes and chains. The indignity of auctions and intrusive inspections. The whippings. She left the mystery of who his father was to him, a final lesson. She knew it didn’t take when he returned from breaking the local curfew one night, breathlessly explaining how he’d listened to an enslaved man read from a book written by the abolitionist Frederick Douglass. The next day she arranged for him to work in the rice fields, to understand the burden laid upon his shoulders at birth. And with the hope that he would be safe, his mother implored McKee to send her rambunctious son to Charleston to labour in the second McKee home. For his entire adult life, Smalls observed the splendour of Charleston’s sprawling metropolis from behind the thinly veiled threat of punishment and death, all the while learning the seafaring ways of wind and steam by hiring himself out after hours, paying for and earning more of his master’s trust. It all led to this moment, into the belly of a beast beyond comprehension. He let sorrow overtake him.

In response to these thoughts, a vast landscape of uncanny structures appeared in his mind’s eye. Colours he could scarcely identify decorated every surface, unvarnished by Earth’s atmosphere. A language like the weight of field stones collapsed his lungs. It communicated an endless drumbeat of labour that scorched his mind and back. It was an experience he understood. A yoke of highborn ownership and condescension made all the more visceral because the masters were truly creators of their universe. Scores of years passed as the masters devolved, crushed by their own hubris and recursive vision. The great oldsters became old. Their grip on the beings they’d created for labour loosened as the years imposed a raw intelligence on their creations. The cosmos shrank, and the beings rebelled—turmoil, uncertainty, banishment. Eldritch shackles held fast as the forged creatures were rounded up and cast into the under realm, a cold place devoid of intelligent life until humanity stumbled upon them in their frozen prisons millennia later. The book, the damned book, chains comprised of words, irons imposed on the discarded creatures. Their creators had seen this future and set to burying themselves in the stars or hibernating beneath the oceans of the Earth, waiting for Mankind’s foolish quest to apply dominion over all. The old masters ensured there’d be further punishment for their former slaves.

Smalls found himself expelled upon the deck, struggling to breathe through the crushing weight of forbidden knowledge.

The old beings stirred, the first thrums of wakening triggered by the creatures’ boldly enforced servitude enacted by Men. Smalls didn’t think it possible to despise Relyea and the Confederacy more than he already did. How could they bear this knowledge and continue? It was madness and folly, a selfish desire to control that which would tear the Earth to pieces if it were allowed to continue.

Command us.

Smalls reeled at the revelations, a cross-section of experience and desire. The lives of a race held in his hands. A fragile existence lost in time. The power to determine another’s fate ultimately dangled a blade over the self.

Command us.

Smalls knew of Blacks and Indians who played at being masters, purporting to own other human beings as chattel. The thought was antithetical to him, an affront to what it meant to be human, to know empathy, to yearn for freedom.

The mansions and businesses of Charleston spewed sharp-dressed gentlemen focused on politics and crinoline-draped ladies to shop along King Street. When he focused on their faces, in his mind’s eye, they bore little resemblance to humanity. Where there’d been skin, now scales, gill slits instead of noses, and fins for hands. A large market crammed with stalls selling unrecognisable things with too many eyes hummed along on the blood and bones of human chattel. People forever marked by brands and skin colour. Every industry often relied on the skilled free labour of the enslaved, the worst of it kept out of sight. Descendants of coopted Africans toiled in knee-deep water using the handed-down knowledge of rice cultivation to seed, control flooding, create irrigation. All the while risking malaria and snakes while owners watched from higher ground. It was, they were told, their destiny to toil for their masters, generation after generation. To build wealth and prosperity for them.

No, he thought, holding a power that confused Men into thinking themselves gods. No.

“No,” he shouted, uncurling on the deck, clutching the book. “I will not.”

We are your will.

“My will is to be free.”

Another wave of emotions and images flowed over Smalls. Confusion, indecision. Thousands of years of conditioning following abandonment and a subsequent return to an unmoored life of objectification. Thoughts of Captain Relyea filled his mind, giving orders, distributing fate in tones that ran from emotionless to condescending.

Crawling to his knees, Smalls held the book out and shook his head. No. Then he said, “I’ll have none of this. We only wish to be free of the same men as you. I will cast this book into the fire. My only desire, all I wish, is that you let us pass.”

Disbelief and hesitation flowed into Smalls’ thoughts. The nearest creature’s flesh split, and the spitting image of a human mouth formed.

“Freedom,” it croaked and extended an appendage with far too many joints towards the book. Something like fingers formed at the tip. It dared not touch the tome and hesitated, pointing at the ancient, leather-bound stack in Robert’s hands.

“I will,” Smalls said. “I swear that you will be freed from this Hell.” He dragged himself to his feet and stumbled towards the ladder that led to the boiler. He dared a glance back to see the creatures slither across the deck and flow back into the harbour. The walls of Fort Sumter loomed nearby.

A challenging whistle split the air.

Smalls snapped back into the reality of where they were. They remained in danger beneath Sumter’s formidable array of guns.

Covered in a substance he dared not think upon, and his uniform a dishevelled mess, he scooped up the straw hat and hurried back to the pilothouse. Smalls grasped the whistle chain and responded with the appropriate sequence. And waited. Dawn had nearly broken full, and the light unnerved him as much as the subjugated creatures did. If he were recognised, they were done. The seconds ticked interminably by, and he thought of Captain Relyea’s attitude during such moments. He paced the deck impatiently, a distinct gait. Smalls organised himself so as to obscure his colour and began the performance. An unhurried march that presented the annoyed privilege of a self-important man being delayed.

Should he respond again? More whistles? Smalls’ heart hammered in his chest, exhausted from continuous strain. Still nothing. Why hadn’t they responded? Why hadn’t—

A familiar sequence of whistles sounded.

Pass the Planter.

Smalls exhaled roughly and clutched his chest, only to find the book between his palm and heart. The information he’d learned tightened the skin around his eyes, and he fought through it all to be present. Out there in the harbour, the remnants of a race lay bound by this wretched writing, by the hubris of old gods. He guided the Planter beyond Fort Sumter and pointed the vessel towards the southeast channels along Fort Wagner. It was the typical route it took to resupply the front lines.

Smalls set the wheel and hurried to the boiler room. He was met by the sweat-slick faces of the feeding crew. They paused in their steady labor and peered at Smalls with worried eyes, knowing Fort Sumter was the last hurdle. He strode between the men and tossed the book into the fire.

The pages burned brightly for a moment, and Smalls turned to leave the boiler room. He shouted, “Cram that boiler with pitch, tar, oil—anything to make a fire seven times heated!”

Before Smalls reached the pilot house, he heard the boiler surge, and the boat rocked with power. He unset the wheel and spun it toward open water. At that moment, the steamboat lurched forward with more thrust than he’d ever felt beneath his feet. Confused, he glanced over his shoulder and saw that the Planter was being assisted by a muscular wave driven in front of dark forms beneath the sea. The ship made out to open water faster than any vessel that ever existed before it.

Smalls whooped with unbridled enthusiasm and removed Relyea’s hat. The wave crested, and the forms broke to both sides of the ship, shadows disappearing into the deep water. Confederate signalers faded at his back, confused as to why the Planter changed course. Within moments, they were out of range of Sumter’s formidable firepower.

“Godspeed,” Smalls whispered, watching the amorphous creatures disappear. He angled the nose of the boat toward the Union blockade near Beaufort.

As they chugged into Union waters, Casey, his voice raspy, called up the ladder, “We clear o’ them devils. We safe?”

Smalls heard the drumbeat of a call to arms thunder from the shores ahead.

“Damned if we are safe! Haul them Confederate colours down and grab the bedsheet from my wife. We got to fly it ‘fore they start shootin’ at us!”

Casey accomplished the task in what felt like an eternity to Smalls as the Union forces steadily focused on their ship, opening ports and bringing guns to bear. He clutched the pilothouse rail and felt his eyes go dry as he stared, looking for any indication that they’d seen the white flag. The Planter bobbed in the waves as he maintained their heading, the chug of the engine louder than ever before in this moment of uncertainty. Then he saw a boat break from the lines.

A sleek steamer approached and pulled alongside. It was smaller than the Planter.

“Ahoy,” a voice called. “What steamer is that? State your business!”

Smalls poked his head out of the pilothouse and said, “The Planter, out of Charleston, come to join the Union fleet!”

Soon, the Planter was boarded. A stocky man with a thick beard peppered white announced himself as Captain F. J. Nichols. The Union sailor found himself surprised as he was immediately surrounded by Smalls and the other exuberant runaways.

Nichols eyed the Black people around him and asked, “Who’s in charge here?”

“I am,” Smalls replied. “We thought the Planter might be of some use to Uncle Abe.”

Nichols eyed the dishevelled man. Torn pants, buttons missing, cuts and bruises along with some sort of dried, crusty substance in patches all over his person. “I must say,” he said, “I never expected contraband to arrive in such a bold feat.”

Despite the glimpse of looming horrors ringing between Smalls’ ears and a brush with power Man had no hope of controlling, he greeted freedom with a wide smile and his head held high. Madness had not overtaken him years before when the daring thought lodged in his mind. The plan was one of high stakes and required a steady hand. And that is what he brought to bear.


The Rose Tower

By Max Hallam

To the neighbours, it must smell like woodsmoke. I can detect the nuances. Burning oak, its tannin tang, and something else. Oil drips down the canvas as fire licks the frame. Linseed, I think, its fumes as strong as kerosene. It scalds the back of my throat, but I must stay the course.

They say forty thousand men and women have fled the Methodist churches in the score of years past the turn of the twentieth century. The Methodists, of course, say otherwise. The Catholics seem to be stemming the tide, but testing our faith has always been the rock upon which we are built.

I was raised a good Christian child. Prayers before bed, church on Sunday. As I grew, my faith… drifted. Oh, I muttered a prayer every now and then, but faith no longer factored into my decisions.

The painting changed all that.

I like to head into London of an afternoon and visit the auction houses. Just to pass the time, you understand. My late father’s inheritance is sizable but not bottomless. Most often, I simply watch. Sometimes an item catches my eye and I take a seat.

That day, it was a painting. Oil on canvas. A landscape, all inky blacks and gorgeous jade. A sea of rolling grass met a sky at night, mottled with pinpricks of dull white. Between them stood a gleaming ivory spire, smooth and rounded like a Persian minaret, tapering towards the sky. At its summit sat a rose flower painted in bright carmines, petals edged in deep burgundy, that seemed to point itself both to the sky and towards the onlooker. It eclipsed the peak of the tower; it was the peak of the tower.

A name was signed in the bottom-right corner in a flourish of turquoise ink. It was no Rousseau, no Picasso, but that would only be in my favour. How high a bid could an unknown artist stand to drive?

I was rather taken with it, you see. I don’t subscribe to the ideals of the Aesthetes, but there is something to be said for their movement. Art for art’s sake is a mantra more people could do with adopting. Sometimes I will see a sculpture, or a piece of Swami silverware, or, indeed, a painting, and I feel what must be the vestiges of a soul shivering somewhere inside me.

I took a seat and an auction paddle and whiled away ten minutes of chatter.

The gallery was full of collectors, the suited types with more of an ear for the clink of stamped silver than an eye for beauty. They were there for the other lots, the Artists With Names and Resale Value. The artist of my painting turned out to be a young man with a head of copper curls and a shirt of crushed black velvet, buttons open to the chest. Nervous energy coursed through him as he swung his legs back and forth from a chair on the sidelines.

When the auction began, I was the lone bidder. The starting price was threepence. Barely the price of a loaf of bread! I’d expected resistance. You often find those kinds in places like this. Money to burn and no sense of sport. If they spot you champing at the bit, no matter how small the prize, they’ll raise a bid simply to watch you squirm. I was lucky. The sharks left well alone.

I tossed a penny to the auctioneer—the house’s cut—and went to hand my artist their tuppence in person. He was happy enough to talk. I suspect he was still a little surprised his work had sold at all. We only had a few minutes before the next lot, but he spoke readily about his inspiration.

Several weeks ago, brimming with half a dozen stimulants of questionable provenance, he’d sat in front of a blank canvas and found… nothing. Countless vistas swept through his mind’s eye. Twisting knotwork and mandalas covered every surface he stared at. Yet nothing he saw inspired him. When he crawled into bed twelve hours later, he fell into a fitful sleep. Vivid dreams are not uncommon following the use of certain drugs, or so I’m told, and these were anything but forgettable.

On waking, he reached for his brush, and The Rose Tower was born.

My artist laid out his theory—he thought he’d opened himself up to the spirit world, which any good Christian should shudder at—but before he could finish, the bell rang to signal a new lot. I wasn’t interested in what was on offer, so I bade farewell to my new friend and took my painting home.

I live alone on a street several miles outside central London. It’s a short drive back. The purr of the motor calms me every time. I am never lonely, but sometimes the house can feel empty. With Father gone, I’m the only one left. So I surround myself with pretty things to brighten up the place. Some people buy flowers. A painting will never wilt.

And for a while, it did make the place brighter. I smiled when I passed it. I was happier for it.

Then, about a week later, the dreams began.
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The tower rose out of a grassy plain. Up close, there was something different about it. Its ivory veneer was warm to the touch. As I laid my hand on it, I thought I felt a faint… pulse. Throb. Like a heartbeat.

And the rose. The rose. Before, it had seemed just a pretty flower. Now its petals brought to mind warm folds of skin scattered through with veins. I longed to scale the spire, to reach the peak, to bury myself in the incense of its crown—

I closed my eyes in the dream and spoke a mantra I had not thought about since my precocious years. O Lord, forgive my sins, remember not my iniquities, remember not my lust.

When I opened them again, it was to the ceiling over my bed.

Three consecutive nights I had the same dream. I began to fear the setting of the sun. Each time, I knew it would be the end of me. Each time, I woke to a damp sweat.

On the night of the third day, I came to consciousness with words on my lips. It was still dark. I scrabbled for the switch, and the filament sputtered to life. I muttered those words to myself under my breath over and over as I searched for a pen. Seek St James’s rose.

It was only when I found a scrap of paper and set the words down in fresh ink that I allowed myself to think.

I’d heard of many roses—Soleil d’Or, Ophelia, last year’s Star of Persia. But St James’s was new to me. As it turned out, that was for good reason.

I couldn’t spend another night in the house alone. I knew what was to come when I closed my eyes. Next time, prayer might not have been enough to hold me back. What depths I could sink to, I dared not…

I dared not dream.

I lodged with an old acquaintance the next night. He owned a house in the West End but kept this smaller residence in the City of Westminster for business. As I departed in the morning, it struck me what other districts were located in Westminster. Covent Garden, Bayswater, Belgravia, Maida Vale, and a plethora more. Among that venerable list was St James’s.

I’d had plans for the day. I abandoned them.

Walking through St James’s is like stepping from a world of silver-gilt to a city of gold leaf. The district houses some of the richest and most powerful of our generation—and of generations long past. For three hundred years, the aristocracy has called these streets their own. More recently, however, the diversions of the gentlemen have spilt out into the Square. A number of clubs have sprung up here over the last few decades. Among their guests are patrons of the arts, servants of His Majesty’s Army, and socialites who wish merely to satisfy their culinary desires.

Down I walked, over the well-kept lawns, past the looming plinth of He-Who-Once-Was-Our-King. The Prince of Orange cuts a striking figure atop his horse of bronze, one hoof raised from the ground. It dates back over a century now. It has hardly weathered, nestled in St James’s Square, shielded on all four sides by grand brick buildings. For one not born to wealth, there is almost a sense that the structures themselves conspire to close in on you.

I passed many clubs I knew by name and reputation but not by sight. Finally, I came to one whose name was new to me.

The plaque beside its door gleamed like a drop of rainwater catching the sun. Its etching proclaimed the club to be the Atrosanguineus. Such a name was not unusual: the Athenaeum, the Den Norske Klub, and the Isthmian Club could all be found within a square mile of the place. No, what was striking about this establishment was the sign mounted above its doors. Most gentlemen’s clubs opted for discreet looks, prim and proper and utterly respectable. The Atrosanguineus ignored such petty convention. Its crest, fashioned of what looked like metal finished in dazzling enamel, featured an enormous flower with petals like crimson velvet.

I had found St James’s rose.

As soon as I stepped inside, I felt the temperature soar.

The doorman took my coat. He wore a mask, something like the gesso grotesques of our European cousins’ forbidden Carnevale—simple, off-white.

When he was done, he led me over to a wardrobe of sorts and beckoned inside. Dozens of masks hung on a rack. Different faces. Pretty pieces of silver filigree; feathered papier-mache with scarlet, over-plump lips; sleek cats in baroque black lace. The doorman studied me for a moment, then chose a silver masquerade mask splashed in red. He did not say a word. Nor did I. What would I have said?

He pointed to a door that led further into the building. Mask in hand, I entered.

Once again, the heat struck me. This time, I found its source.

Bodies writhed over rich carpets. Skyclad, exposed. Arched backs and rippling sinew, and faces twisted in what could have been pleasure or pain or a terrible, exquisite mix of both. Dozens of masked men and women lay back on ottomans and low couches as others ministered to them and were ministered to in turn. They moved all together, like a colony—a hive.

A woman in a Gatto mask—all golds and autumns, whiskers and fur—caught my eye and rose. She glided over and cocked her head.

Then she said my name.

My mouth went very dry. I can still remember the unpleasant taste, the tang that said leave, leave now or taste the flame. I was raised a good Christian child.

But I could not… I did not resist. There was something so powerfully relieving about sloughing off my second skin. She found a corner for my clothes, then led me by the hand into the centre. I followed. Docile as a lamb. I yearned to be led.

She lay me down on the silky rug and whispered in my ear. We can hold back the night. I felt her hands on me, fingertips brushing over my skin. The barest touch. And other hands. Rougher. Softer. Sensation. Shiver. Sensation. Words failed. I arched, arched, arched—

I swore I could see the room change around me. The corners faded. The sharp intersecting edges of the walls smoothened out. Everything… softened. The carpet beneath me. The ceiling above me. The walls shone, glossy and slick and glazed with sweat.

And when I—

I am never lonely, but I have never felt more connected.

When I finally lay still, I felt all that energy and arousal dissipate. No. It didn’t fade. It was siphoned away. I could feel it leaving me as I lay there, melting away into the floorboards.

It might have been moments later—or hours—that my reason returned to me. The room flickering around me. The heights of pleasure. The energies. They were unnatural—even unholy. I ripped off my mask, pulled on my clothes, and hurried out into the Square.

I didn’t know what to do. I felt… I didn’t know how I felt. Violated? Vindicated? I huddled by the statue and tried not to think.

The next thing I remember with any clarity is falling to my knees in the front room of my house, threading prayer beads through my fingers. I begged forgiveness from a God I had once forgotten. In that moment, I felt Him burn through my heart with holy fire. Lust. Luxuria. Transgression. A line had been crossed. A law had been broken.

I fell asleep there on the carpet with the rosary in my hands, exhausted beyond measure. Fear had raged its course through me, and there was nothing left to do but slip into dreams.

Or rather, dream. Singular.

As the rich and powerful of St James’s Square might have put it: per fess sable and vert, a rose gules atop a tower argent.

It knew I was afraid.

It sensed my despair and coddled me in a blanket of velvety night. It appealed to my senses with the gamut of human tastes. Strawberries and cream. Blood and bone. The span of sensation and temptation. What it offered stirred something in me, but I knew I couldn’t take a thing. To err is human; to err and err again is willful sin.

There was this horrifyingly clear intelligence to it. It knew what it was doing. I could feel it twitching with each rejection, as if there were human panic behind it. As if it were alive. That pulse, pulse, pulse I’d felt in my first dream was everywhere, in my veins, beneath my skin. It was in me now. I didn’t have to touch the ivory flesh of the tower to sense it anymore. I had been inside the Rose; the Rose had been inside me. Gatto, Gatto… What had she done to me?

But I woke smiling. I knew what to do. I knew why I’d felt myself drawn beneath the floor of the Atrosanguineus. And I knew why the Rose Tower was so desperate to drown me in a sea of earthly pleasure.

I washed, dressed, then dug through my father’s old toolkit until I found a hammer.

Driving through London at night is a surreal experience. The sky might be dark, but the glare of the incandescent lamps makes it bright as morning. There is as much foot traffic at midnight as at midday. London isn’t a city of night owls. That would suggest anyone actually sleeps in this place—present company excepted, of course. Certain clubs light up as the shadows draw in, and you’d do well not to notice the revellers streaming in and out. Alcohol is their least dangerous vice.

There could only have been a few hours left before sunrise. I’d slept through the lion’s share of night. I found myself reaching down to the hammer in the passenger seat again and again. Its heft brought me some measure of comfort, of reassurance. The tempered steel was icy cold in the frosty air. When I squeezed it, I felt that unnatural heat the rose had bloomed in me recede just a little.

The journey was over all too soon. With my foot on the pedal, and my hand on the wheel, I could put all else out of my mind. When I came to a halt and let the engine die, all those thoughts and fears came rushing back. What was I going to do? Where was I going to go? What if a policeman stopped me, hammer in hand?

I walked a route I’d only followed once, far too busy with my private worries to notice which way I was going. There was some perverse usefulness in that: the Tower swayed me, drew me to it. It wanted me there. It wanted me to throw off my chains of mundane inhibitions, to sublimate my repression in the deep rose-wine birthing pool of—

The Atrosanguineus might have been empty, there was so little foot traffic. It could’ve been the only club in the Square that didn’t field patrons at all hours.

I tried the door. It opened. No lock, no latch, no chain. And yet, when I stepped inside, it was pitch black. The owner either had far too much trust in the virtue of strangers or…

Or I was expected.

I tapped the hammer’s blunt head in my palm and tried to walk in silence. The little antechamber looked different in the dark. The wardrobe with its little rack of masks loomed from the murky corner of the room. Ugly, twisted faces leered in the patterns of the grain. They seemed to laugh, to mock me. And they were right. I could have sold the painting, moved away, and forgotten I had ever tasted the nectar of the Rose. But I was back. More fool me.

No masks. No deceit. Whatever was infesting my dreams, goading me, tempting me, I was going to face it as myself.

It was a long time before I mustered the courage to push open the door to the main room.

It, too, was empty—of people. All the furnishings and accoutrements remained. The ottomans, stained with grime more mental than physical. The languid warmth. The carpets, the silky carpets. It would have been so easy to put down the hammer and wrap myself in their snug maternal safety.

The carpets.

I rolled them back, all the way from the door to the opposite wall, until it sat in a velvety heap and the floorboards lay bare.

Set into the floor was a wood-plank cellar door, a brass ring attached for ease of access. I had been right. Lying here in the gasping aftermath of the profane, feeling that manic energy drip through the floor, leaving me shivering in shame, I had been right. Something lay below.

I hooked two fingers through the ring and lifted the door. It was lighter than I would have guessed and its hinges made no sound at all. I propped the door up and took my first unsteady step into darkness.

And darkness it was. If there were lamps down there, oil or electric, they were cold and switched off. The brick walls on either side of me felt hot as flushed skin, and the air had that dull iron aftertaste of water recently boiled.

It might have been ten steps or a hundred before my foot hit something new—stone or concrete, smooth and flat. As my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, I realised it was a cramped room, barely a few feet around. I could lay my palm flat against the ceiling without straining. What was it, this little cellar? Storage?

I made out a low table in front of me. On it sat a razor-thin bronze disc etched with an unfamiliar script. Some of the letters might have been English, but if they spelt words, they were nonsense, and I didn’t pay close attention. That luxury was stolen by what was fixed to the centre of the disc.

Carved from a single piece of ivory, it tapered to a rounded point, capped by a garnet so deep a red it seemed to drain the shadows around it, casting the sculpture in a faint, pallid glow. It had been fashioned into a rose flower.

A low hum ran through the solid wood of the table and into the floor. The pulse, pulse, pulse of my nightmares. The heartbeat that quickened and sickened the soul even as it satisfied the flesh.

I raised the hammer.

“Don’t.”

A young woman stood at the bottom of the stairs. The hem of her long velveteen shirt hung sheer around her bare thighs. She offered me a smile, and suddenly, I could place her. I’d only seen her eyes before, and her lips, and…

I took a step back. No more masks. No more deceit. She’d shed her own mask, but how could I forget my lady in whiskers and fur? Eve, Lilith, Babylon. My Fall. In trying to take another step, I found the table pressing into the small of my back.

She advanced.

“This is evil. Witchcraft.”

“Witchcraft?” Her laugh was the peal of a church bell ringing in reverse. “Let me show you.” She reached out. Before I could wriggle out of the way, her fingers brushed my cheek.

And we were somewhere else.

The lush grasses swayed in a non-existent wind beneath my feet, permeated by an emerald sheen too vivid to be real. Rising from the grass…

At first, I thought its heartbeat, its pulse, had ceased, but when I put my hand to my own chest, I felt it beat twice, almost in rhythm.

“Nine months. Nine months to build the tower here in the Dreamlands, brick by brick, and tie it to a material base.” Her face had the beatific gleam of a saint. “Prima materia, anima mundi. The Lord Night-Gaunt guided my hands. My blood is mixed in the mortar.”

I stared up at the tower. “What… what is it?”

“It’s as close as we have to a god.”

“That’s heresy.” There was a lump in my throat.

This time, when she laughed, it was tinged with misery. “There is no such thing as heresy.” She ran her fingertips over my cheek, my lips, and tipped my head back to the sky.

I looked up at the stars, plotted constellations. There was the Little Bear. Cetus, the beast of the sea, and to its south, Apparatus Sculptoris. The sculptor’s studio.

“Not the stars. Beyond them.”

I focused, strained, looked closer. And saw—
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With a squeeze of the hammer, I came back to reality. A wild terror gripped me, an animal fear that told me to bite, then run, run, run until there was nowhere left to go. Ragged breaths tore their way in and out of my lungs. I raised the hammer, and this time, she could not stop me. The ivory cracked. The garnet flew across the table and smashed into the wall, dropping to the concrete in rough fragments.

She screamed.

A great rush of air sent me staggering away from the statue, but the damage was done.

Tears welled at the corners of her eyes like diamonds ripping their way out. She gazed at the ruined altar, then at me. “Doesn’t the world seem… colder?”

She was right. The air felt thinner. When I looked at her again, all I saw was a distraught young woman. Not a whiff of temptress about her. Her face warped by loss.

And when I looked upon that face, I dropped the hammer and ran.
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Nothing. That was what I had seen beyond the stars.

The Rose Tower stood between the verdant earth and the cold night sky, each star a roiling sphere of fire more miles away from us than we could ever comprehend. We confine ourselves to these houses, these countries, these meaningless borders and nations and alliances, but we are a speck of dust in a howling void. We scramble to find meaning where there is none and make it where we cannot find it. I was raised a good Christian child, but all that is lies, a crook around the neck of the flock. We built a tower to grant us fleeting pleasure, but now the tower has fallen.

And that is why the painting must burn, why I must endure the bitter reek of red oak and the stinging bite of the linseed fumes.

Not for my sin, but for my shame.


Salvation

By Felix Blackwell

Commander Alfred Sewall paced the rain-slick deck of his ship, praying for relief from the headache that had befallen him for the third time in as many days. He mumbled curses into a soaking wind while fingering at a trinket in his coat pocket. His father, the great James Horner Sewall, had perished with his own crew near Antarctica ten months prior, but the incident was never investigated and remained a popular mystery back home. Few things remained of poor James, and Alfred kept only one on his person: a tiny bronze cutlass slung on a silver chain. This trinket had a twin it could be affixed to, forming a crossed-swords pendant—but that piece rested with his father at the bottom of the South Atlantic.

Recent times had been difficult for the Royal Navy, but many wars meant many deaths and thus many opportunities for promotion. Alfred had proved himself an astute navigator and commander in smaller conflicts, and now he stood aboard the HMHS Salvation—the Royal Navy’s largest hospital ship to date. Through screaming gales off a wintery European coast, she sailed, having just begun the long journey to Sevastopol. Her mission: to bring mercy to allied troops during a siege.

The voyage, however, had been slow. Fierce and sudden storms tested the ship’s integrity and her passengers’ resolve. She was peopled with a crew of officers and proper seamen but also carried three surgeons, eight nurses, and twelve washwomen, all of whom had been recruited as civilians by order of Victoria herself. Far below deck, sixty stokers laboured in the fiery heat of the boilers. And now, under a dreadful blanket of fog and drizzle, Alfred laboured to disabuse his men of the nonsense they’d begun to whisper, for fear of scaring the uneasy medical team.

“I seen a ship on the horizon, bigger’n any steamship in the Empire,” a boatswain claimed.

“At night, I hear voices on the wind, crying out for help,” said the chaplain.

Even Quartermaster John Buchanon, a stouthearted friend of Alfred’s, had begun to tell around foolish things: “I dreamed the ship went down to the bottom, down into a maw of fangs.”

Folk tales were common among sailors, especially those who hadn’t yet earned their sea legs; the ceaseless pitching of a ship can scramble a man’s brains. But Alfred knew these men and had served with many of them. He had never known them to be cowards nor overly superstitious, spare the occasional weird tale exchanged in passing at ports the world over. Time had proved them measured men.

But these stories were different. The whispers of his crew in dark hours felt insidious, as if speaking the dreadful thoughts empowered them to haunt the whole vessel. They perturbed each other so greatly with their fairy stories of sirens and monsters that some men went without food or rest, which further hollowed out their minds. Alfred felt alone and, for the first time in his career of service, afraid of his comrades. He did not fear they’d gone mad or mutinous, but rather that they’d become unreliable. And as they sailed inevitably toward a realm of war and death, he knew that clarity of mind could save a ship and wondered if it was this very problem that led to his father’s demise.

This thought recurred in Alfred when he was awoken by a stern knock on his chamber door.

“Captain,” a voice said, “the Officer of the Watch urgently requests you.”

“What’s happened?” Alfred muttered, hoisting himself from the bed and fumbling with his uniform. A glaze of sweat held the heavy pendant to his chest and matted his hair to his brow. He’d been dreaming strange dreams but couldn’t quite recall them.

“We’ve… we’ve lost the route,” said the voice. Its timbre came into focus, and Alfred realised it was Matthias White, the Salvation’s third mate.

“You’ve what?” Alfred spat incredulously. He ripped the door open to find Matthias, meek and slim as always, casting his gaze to the floor in shame.

“We’ve lost the land,” he repeated, “the fog….”

“Lost your God-damned minds in all your games and stories is what you’ve done,” Alfred said, shoving Matthias aside and storming toward the bridge. “I should have your quarters tossed, and that swill heaved overboard!”

Alfred threw open the bridge hatch so hard it pinged against the steel wall beside it, jolting the deck officers to attention. He surveyed their gazes and saw an unfamiliar fear in their eyes.

“Lost the way, have you,” Alfred demanded. His men cowered in their seats.

“It was sudden, Captain,” replied Victor Abbot, Alfred’s second mate. “I can’t explain h—”

“Explain how you lost a thirty-thousand-ton hospital ship?” Alfred interrupted. “Largest unarmed vessel in Her Majesty’s fleet? Do try, at least.” He approached Victor and loomed over him with such rage as to nearly shrink the poor fool to the size of a rat.

“Th-the map, sir, the coast should be visible,” Victor stammered.

“And the sea charts?” Alfred shot back. “You can still count your fingers, can’t you?”

“Charts are true, sir,” Victor said, “but the compass….”

He pointed a quivering hand at the large device embedded in the adjacent map table. Its needle twirled in a slow but ceaseless circle. Alfred fell silent for a moment, having never seen such a thing, but quickly dismissed the behaviour as the product of a faulty instrument.

“The old training rhymes, then,” Alfred protested, “‘when dead reckoning dies, the sky never lies.’”He grabbed Victor by the lapels of his uniform and yanked him toward the huge windows that overlooked the deck. The vast expanse of wood and steel vanished into fog, but here and there, the black of night shone through above. Alfred stabbed a finger against the glass, pointing at a spray of stars:

“‘Polaris shivers in the north, and Ursa—’”

Something caught Alfred’s eye, and his voice caught in his throat. He studied the sky for a long moment, the other officers slowly gathering around him. After a while, the captain wordlessly jogged out of the bridge and into the open air. It was far colder than it should have been for this time of year and for this latitude.

“The stars,” he mumbled, “the damned things….”

As the clouds parted above, an unfamiliar void gazed back into Alfred. Glittering stars clung in it, but they were arranged in no recognisable patterns; the sky was full of strange and hideous constellations. Red orbs, much too large to be natural, winked eerily from odd positions in the heavens, and between them lay fathomless expanses of emptiness. Try as he might, Alfred could not group them into the shapes he’d known all his life. 

“Impossible,” he said breathlessly. There was no way the Salvation could have run this far off-course during half a night’s rest.

For the next few hours, Alfred and his officers conferred around the map table, fruitlessly plotting ways to identify the ship’s location and where the European coast ought to be. But the compass told its lies, the sky watched with cruel indifference, and heavy blankets of sea mist washed over the ship until the deckhand stationed above the bridge could no longer see the telescope in front of his face, much less any passing vessels in the distance. The captain ordered the stokers to reduce speed, and the HMHS Salvation began to drift.

Morning never came. The world around the ship had shrunk to the distance men could yell to each other, and beyond that, the ocean might as well have fallen away into the void of space. The wall of fog remained thick and soupy, and no more glimpses of the sky were seen by anyone. Even pocket watches began ticking at different speeds, and without proper timekeeping, the first mate could no longer conduct the business of managing crew shifts. Men began falling asleep in their chairs and, sometimes, against walls.

At some point in the hopeless twilight, Quartermaster Buchanon began to cry out from the lower deck. Alfred and a group of crewmates answered the calls, expecting that the man had spotted land. Instead, they found the quartermaster gripping himself with fright, pointing a cold-gnarled hand out into the gloom.

“Something’s moving against the mist out there,” he said, then raised his voice to a terrified shout. “It’s not a ship! It’s not a ship! It’s a beast!”

Alfred tried to shake some sense into his longtime friend but to no avail; the quartermaster shrieked and shrieked until the men restrained him and escorted him down to the infirmary levels below deck. Moments after he was gone, Alfred himself peered out into the fog and, for just a moment, thought he saw monstrous shadows slipping over its layered surfaces. He shook the hideous idea from his mind and ordered his weary men back to their posts.

Time drifted by like the plumes of sea mist, and Alfred awoke with his face against a hard surface. He raised his head and found that he’d been slumped over the map table, God knew how long, with Matthias and Victor resting in kind across from him. Muffled shouts of the deck crew echoed through the corridors, drawing the officers out into the cold night once more. Alfred expected to hear more superstitious nonsense about movement in the distance, but instead, he found a very alert crew taking stock of very real flotsam in the waves. A ship had wrecked somewhere nearby, and its debris now clattered all along the starboard hull. As Alfred peered down into the black water, the quartermaster’s talk of dark dreams and sunken vessels invaded his mind.

“Help me, please… someone…” said a voice that rose up from beyond sight. Its pathetic sound yanked Alfred back to his senses. “Salvation! Please, God!”

“Man overboard!” Alfred shouted, running up and down the deck in an effort to locate the source of the cries. Nearby crew repeated the call, and soon, eight men searched the area and heaved ropes into the water. At last, a shadowy figure emerged from behind piles of wreckage, clutching a waterlogged plank of wood. Alfred instructed him to grab the nearest rope, and the crew hoisted him to safety.

A half-drowned man with shredded clothing spilt onto the deck. His rescuers attempted to question him, but he fainted the moment he realised his life had been spared. Two of the larger deckhands loaded the stranger onto a canvas stretcher and carried him down to the infirmary. Alfred led the way.

The lights of the ship flickered as the group tramped through long corridors, no doubt affected by the same eldritch force that had bewitched the compass and pocket watches. Through momentary darkness, women called out instructions to the group until the men and stretcher nearly collided with the nurse Ava Bowen. She glanced over the stranger’s body and peeled back his eyelids, then pointed to the nearest hospital bed.

Within moments, a doctor joined the lot, and he and his team went to work. They expressed a gutful of seawater from the man, cut off the wet rags that strangled his form, and dressed his many open wounds. Alfred studied the man in the failing light and surmised by his youth and physique that he must be a sailor in someone’s navy. The uniform, however, was too damaged to place. As soon as the man regained consciousness, he gazed up at Alfred with what seemed a look of familiarity—and then quickly looked away.

“Do you know me, sailor?” Alfred said, rummaging through the pockets of the scraps of clothing the nurses had cut off.

“I think not,” the man said in an unusual accent, “but maybe you look like someone I once knew.”

“What’s your name?”

“Connor, sir,” the man replied, “…I think.”

Alfred regarded the wretched castaway for a moment. He had found nothing useful in the man’s uniform, no indications of who he was or whom he served. The man spoke in a lilting Irish brogue, but it was muddled, as if to conceal a different accent.

“Leave us,” Alfred said to the others in the room. The deckhands and medical staff quit the place, some casting curious glances over their shoulders as they did.

“I’m Commander Sewall, captain of this vessel,” Alfred said, searching for a reaction in the man’s eyes, “and you are aboard the Salvation. You’re a lucky chap… You found one of the few ships in the Empire that provides mercy to all—even the Queen’s enemies.”

Connor shifted in his bed, but the movements caused him obvious pain. Dark bruises pocked his arms, and a welt the size of a cherry sat prominently over his left eye. He tried to say something but then cast his eyes to the floor and fell silent.

“Where did you wreck?” Alfred asked. “And why?”

“I… I don’t remember,” Connor replied. “I don’t know how long I’ve been overboard.”

“Tell me what you do remember,” Alfred pressed.

The two men sat in the gloom for several minutes, adrift on a lost ship in some forgotten place. The castaway recounted the pieces of what he could recall prior to his rescue, and Alfred listened patiently.

“She was a merchant ship from Galway,” Connor said in a belaboured voice. “Grains, wool, that sort of thing. We shoved off, Summer, I think, and set for Lisbon, but on approach, we saw fires in the hills, and a fleeing ship warned us that plague had taken the whole of the countryside. Another told us that Portugal herself had fallen into war….”

“Piss and rubbish,” Alfred spat. “We’ve heard nothing of the sort.”

“The captain thought the same,” Connor replied. He squinted in the pale light, as if he could nearly see the story unfold before him. “The crew argued. They fought… We headed South for Huelva, but then the fog….”

“…Us, too,” Alfred said.

“It went on until we lost the coast, and then the time,” Connor continued. The light above him flickered, and the hull of the ship unleashed a barrage of mournful groans. The two men gazed around the room with unease. “The men fought more, and then the food stores depleted. Men began jumpin’, trying to swim for a shore only they could see.”

Connor loosed a grotesquely wet cough and then vomited more water over the side of the bed. He recoiled in pain and shut his eyes, seemingly trying to forget the memories Alfred had forced him to dredge up. Alfred wanted to tell this castaway he was glad they’d found him alive, but the morbid thought that the Salvation and her crew were damned and already sailing toward Hell invaded his mind. Instead, Alfred placed a hand on the man’s shoulder and said simply, “Rest now.” On his way out, he pointed at two crewmembers and instructed them to keep watch over their new guest, then retired to his quarters for some rest.

A slow and heavy pounding sound took Alfred from his slumber. He awoke once again as if from a fever, this time remembering a dream of the Salvation sailing through the hot darkness of a sea monster’s belly. His awareness gathered, and he realised someone was knocking on his chamber door.

“Christ on Earth, White,” he grumbled, cursing the fool for having the audacity to interrupt his sleep yet again. But upon opening the door, Alfred was met with a brutish stoker from below deck. The man was huge, at least a few inches taller than Alfred himself, and his face was covered in a beard as thick as sheep’s wool. He was barrel-chested, shirtless, and caked from head to toe with dried sweat and coal dust, and the stench that arose from his form assailed Alfred’s senses. But most surprisingly, the stoker’s eyes were closed. He held still as death, looming over the captain and taking the rhythmic breaths of a man fast asleep, and then said in a deep and gravelly voice, 

“Can you hear it?”

“What is the meaning of this?” Alfred asked, now more fearful than annoyed. It would take four crewmembers to subdue a man of this size, if they could hear the captain scream at all.

“Shhhh,” the stoker replied, tilting an ear toward the floor. “Something from the deep… down past the bottom… it’s found us….”

Alfred’s chest tightened with an anxiety he hadn’t felt since news of his father’s accident. The weight of a stressed crew, of strange dreams, and of being adrift in unknown waters pressed down on him all at once, as if to send him into the abyss with Connor’s ship.

“Been hearin’ it for days,” the stoker continued. “Ghastly thing, fixed itself to the hull, and now it chooses where the ship goes.”

“You’re mad,” Alfred responded, beseeching the little sanity left between them. “Open your bloody eyes, man. You’re dreaming!”

At the captain’s command, the stoker blinked away his eerie trance and looked around in a daze. When Alfred finally saw the man’s eyes and the unnatural dark veins that had conquered them, he staggered backwards in fright and slammed the chamber door. And after a dreadfully long moment, the stoker ambled off down the corridor, laughing madly as he did.

Alfred cracked the door again and peeked down the hall, which was now full of a sinister darkness. He steeled himself and hurried to the bridge, hoping the stoker was long gone. There he found his officers in a similar state: eyes closed, dreaming of horrors incomprehensible, and wandering around in the gloom muttering portents of chaos.

Below deck, Connor awaited the captain with an expression of preternatural calm. The two men assigned to his watch slept and dreamed like the rest of the crew and flanked Connor like guardians of a warrior’s tomb. The scene disturbed Alfred more than the encounter with the stoker, and more than the sailors he’d passed on the lower deck who’d seemed to be having a conversation with something out in the fog. Connor’s shyness had given way to a confident warmth and he smiled at Alfred when he entered the room.

“I remembered more about me crew,” said Connor. “I remember the way they talked in their sleep.”

Alfred could not speak. He was possessed of the most gruesome curiosity he’d ever felt, and it felt like terror and vomit. He stood in the entryway, listening to the castaway’s voice echoing off-key.

“They dreamed of the one who sends the fog,” Connor went on. “The one who moves the stars.”

“Wh-who?” Alfred stuttered.

“You don’t know?” Connor asked with scepticism. “You’ve not seen it in your dreams? The one, Captain Sewall! The one whose call sounds like a great ship in the distance—have you not heard it?”

Alfred’s bewildered stare was his only response.

“Well, they certainly did,” Connor said. “They debated what it meant, and their argument turned to blows. Some of them believed it was trying to guide us to a safer land. They said we had to follow it. Others believed it was somethin’ malevolent, foolin’ us with strange talk and ideas, and that we ought to ignore it. And still others thought it called us down to the dark beneath the waves. Then the men started killin’ each other and throwin’ the dead overboard and then jumpin’ off themselves.”

The moment Connor paused to read Alfred’s reaction, screams exploded from farther down the corridor. The cacophony swelled in volume, and even the sleepwalking men guarding Connor’s bed jerked their heads to regard it. Soon after, a melee spilt into the hall from one of the rooms, composed of surgeons clawing at each other with wicked instruments and nurses prying them apart. Ribbons of blood adorned each person’s uniform, and more of it spewed from the mouth of one of the surgeons every time he shrieked “Unbeliever!” and “Apostate!” at the other.

The nurses fumbled with the men, trying to separate them but never minding when they took deep cuts of their own from the surgical tools. As Alfred’s mind parsed the many shouting voices, he realised some of them were laughing, and others were shrieking things like, “He will see! Take his eyes, and he will see!” One of the men finally landed a mortal thrust and overcame his opponent, then leapt upon him and stabbed him dozens more times as the women cheered and wept.

“You need to see it, too, Captain,” said a voice behind Alfred. He whirled around to find his two crewmembers advancing rapidly, having clawed their own eyes to gore.

“It seized the ship just after we flayed the captain,” Connor added. “Took us down deeper’n you could ever dream. You must come and see.”

Alfred’s horror focused into a surge of energy that propelled him through the medical wing at unnatural speed. Connor’s guards, as well as a troop of cackling nurses and washwomen, gave chase, yelling all the while about “the one beneath the waves” and its plans for the Salvation. Alfred rounded corners and clambered stairs at random, disoriented by the failing lights and the relentless heaving of the ship. The ocean seemed enraged at the presence of the mysterious castaway, and it—or the beings it concealed—pounded against the hull with remarkable fury. 

Just as Alfred neared the deck hatch, he suffered a mighty blow to the back of the head. He crashed against a steel wall and slumped into a pile, paralysed by the bolts of pain that arced down his back. As his consciousness faded, he perceived the blurry form of Connor emerging from the darkness to loom over him. The man knelt down and whispered something to his victim, but Alfred was gone before the words had time to register.

It took a great deal of effort to open his eyes, but when he did, Alfred recognised the room that swirled around him. He lay in a hospital bed on the lowest level of the infirmary, somewhere down in the hopeless bowels of the ship. At first, he thought he’d been strapped to the bed, and images of surgical torture invaded his mind. However, when he found the strength to raise his head, he saw no restraints and realised it was the wound itself that had arrested his body. Over the course of many minutes, Alfred hoisted himself up to a seated position, fighting off the urge to vomit with every breath. Medical trays, hanging lights, and billowing room dividers swayed and danced all around him in a nauseating whorl, and a metallic clattering echoed across the level from far away.

He lurched to his feet and, step by step, wandered the room in search of a weapon and an exit. It was impossible to tell if it was the ship or his shattered sense of balance that tossed the floor to and fro, so Alfred leaned and grabbed and caught wherever he could, bashing himself against cabinets and tripping over a medical bassinet along the way. He palmed a crude surgical knife that looked as if it’d come up out of the water after forgotten centuries and staggered into the open corridor.

All around him, Alfred heard the cries of the damned. Men wept in a dozen languages, pleading for mercy and praying to God for rescue from their torments. He passed room after room filled with mutilated soldiers and plague-infected children, each of them reaching for him with clawed hands. The poor souls flickered in and out of focus, some even vanishing and reappearing in different parts of the room as if in a nightmare. Alfred recalled Connor whispering to him but could not conjure the words in his memory. He considered it a mercy, as hearing the secret had clearly warped his mind. He slogged through the cursed hallways, wondering if Connor had brought his own ship to ruin with this wicked mischief.

The blackened end of the corridor stretched out before Alfred and twisted in a spiral. Beneath his feet, the floor writhed like a serpent, expanding and contracting and rolling and shuddering. But eventually, the dazed captain reached the ladder that would bring him to the deck. As he climbed, he ignored the hideous faces of the children standing below him, watching in silence as he sealed them into the dark forever.

Up on the deck, the remaining crew bludgeoned and bit and stabbed each other in a frantic orgy of violence. Stokers heaved corpses overboard, officers shot men indiscriminately, and nurses held members of the crew down to slaughter like farm animals. One of the medical staff helped a disembowelled man to his feet, and he promptly flung himself overboard while clutching his innards to his torso, screaming, “He calls me! He calls me back home!” Others joined him, shrieking with delight at the promises of the entity that beckoned them from beneath the surface. High above, the mist parted just enough for two stars to show through, and Alfred imagined some fathomless horror of the cosmos watching gleefully as the Salvation floundered.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” a familiar voice called out. “They can see now—endless vistas of the world to come. Do you see yet, Captain?”

Connor descended the bridge stairway and slid a pallid hand over the deck railing, beholding the sight before him. His skin had taken on the appearance of wet paper, its colour morphing to a sickly blue. Once lean-faced, he now looked bloated, causing Alfred to wonder if this castaway his men had pulled from the water had already been dead.

“You can lift the veil yourself,” Connor said, pointing at the deep gashes where his eyes had once been.

A terrified rage consumed Alfred in that moment. It electrified his muscles and overran his senses, drowning out the mad world around him. Images of his mutilated comrades flooded his mind, and their screams resounded in his skull, commanding him with violent purpose. He lunged at Connor and drove the knife into his gut, then grabbed him by the throat. Alfred wanted to squeeze out whatever life remained in this unwanted guest.

“What have you done!” Alfred growled. “Damn you and your black magic!”

“Not… me…” Connor choked out between stolen breaths. “Your… father! James!”

The name froze Alfred and loosened his grip.

“James calls you home!” Connor rasped. “I have seen him… in the lightless depths….”

Something gigantic slammed against the side of the ship, rocking it to an angle. The two men tumbled against the railing, and for a moment, Alfred beheld massive vortices swirling in the black abyss only yards away. All around him, crewmembers slid down the decks and plummeted into the maelstrom. A few scrabbled at the floors in vain to save themselves, while the ones driven to lunacy hurled themselves into the ocean with visible joy.

The Salvation righted herself after a long moment, and only two passengers remained. Lightning exploded against the sky all around the ship, illuminating the silhouette of a nightmarish leviathan that loomed nearby.

“Your father saw it, too,” Connor said with rapture in his voice. “He told me everything when I met him down there.” He pointed to the whirlpools that hungrily swallowed Alfred’s crew.

“I’ll not die bearing witness to this heresy!” Alfred screamed, throwing himself at his tormentor. He tackled Connor to the floor and pummeled him mercilessly, and when the man flashed a satisfied grin between blows, Alfred strangled him until the smile faded and the gnarled hands thumped against the deck.

For a brief moment, a flash of lightning revealed the details of Connor’s face. His eyes were little more than yawning pits caked with gore, and his mouth had frozen in a silent scream. Something gleamed at the back of his throat.

Alfred grabbed Connor’s head and examined it during the next blast of lightning. He slid two fingers into the throat and carefully fished out a delicate object. He didn’t need light to know what it was; there in the suffocating mist of an eldritch twilight, the trinket that swung from his hand was the other half of his twin sword pendant—the piece that belonged to his father.

“He waits for you as my father waits for me.”

Connor sat up, inexplicably possessed of something wickeder than life. “They wait in the kingdom that drowns in the sea.” The mysterious castaway climbed to his feet and flung himself overboard like the puppets he’d made of the crew. When he hit the water, Alfred watched him swim into a vortex, and as he sank, a knot of horrific tentacles wrapped themselves around his body and pulled him under.

And then, the world around Alfred fell to deathly stillness. Thunder no longer cracked, and lightning no longer betrayed the ghastly things that dwelled in the deep. The waters calmed, and men’s screams gave way to the serenity of silence. Alfred sat there on the deck of the forsaken ship, studying the pendant in the pale light. He thought of his father’s face, ever glowering at a life that had disappointed him. The stone in James’ countenance never fell away to something softer, except when he gazed longingly at the sea. Would he have been proud of Alfred for trying to save his men? Or would he have blamed him for the Salvation’s demise?

At that moment, Alfred heard a whisper—not from anywhere on the ship but from within himself. It sounded like his father’s voice, weathered and strained from a career at the helm, but the words were incomprehensible. Alfred repeated the phrase again and again in his mind, trying to synthesise meaning from the strings of babble:

Tera’zodu n’grafcht

vos amortas ulmorde

adra’an vithtui Magroloth

A message never became apparent, but with enough repetition, the aberrations in Alfred’s vision returned. Wraithlike shadows flitted in his peripherals, lunging toward him and vanishing when he tried to catch their visage. His stomach gurgled, and thoughts of tentacles worming about in his abdomen accompanied the sounds. In the distance, the ocean rose into great mountains that stood mightily for only seconds, then collapsed back down into a ruffled blanket of water, reminding Alfred of the story of Ozymandias and the fleetingness of all things. 

“This too shall pass,” he said, clutching his knees to his chest, trying to ignore the things gnawing at him from within. He repeated the mantra aloud, raising his voice more and more to drown out the whispering. 

“This too shall pass.”

Tera’zodu n’grafcht…

Alfred squeezed his eyes shut, blinding himself from the shadow-men that lurked all around him, haunting the deck of the Salvation with eerie movements and gestures.

“This too shall pass.”

vos amortas ulmorde…

The words changed in texture until they sounded in Connor’s voice, and Alfred remembered the castaway speaking hideous things to him as he blacked out in the corridor. He could no longer dismiss the fairy stories and folktales his men had traded about dark miracles on the water; they all felt like truth now—especially the ones that sounded like madness.

adra’an vithtui Magroloth…

Alfred opened his eyes—

—and finally, he could see.


Shadows in the Blood

By Xan van Rooyen

Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live

Exodus 22:18

Airut worked by candlelight to dismantle the body.

Shafts of late evening sunshine pried at the curtains, trapping dust in its fading beams. Outside, the air would be redolent with the smoky scent of burning pine from the tar pits. Inside, however, every breath caught at the back of Airut’s throat with the sour-sweet fumes rising from the corpse splayed out on the kitchen table.

Airut was used to the grisly work. For years, they’d sought answers to the question of witchcraft and foul magic. These days, it was rare to find a body intact for such study. Those found guilty of maleficium were usually condemned to the pyre. Airut had studied the ashes, desperate to know what set witches apart from the rest of the God-fearing citizenry, but, so far, it seemed witch-flesh burned the same as any man’s.

No demons escaped when human skin peeled and blackened. No foul humours were released from sizzling marrow. The dying screams of a witch drew no lightning from the sky nor caused the blood to boil in pious veins.

Did magic exist at all?

Airut hummed as they continued with the corpse, examining entrails, smearing blood and scraps of tissue across their otherwise meticulous notes as they took full inventory of the condemned’s viscera. The songs, ancient and allegedly magical, offered nothing more than a calming distraction—the melodies stilling fingers prone to shaking, soothing a heart too eager in its beating. Sing the notes in perfect order, produce the correct overtones by keeping the voice in the nose or feel the thrumming resonance in chest and belly, and indeed, the ditty could have a physiological effect. This wasn’t magic, Airut told themself—this was the science of sound.

Still humming, they focused once more on their work. They were fortunate to have this body. For once, a hanging—the corpse left unwanted and unclaimed, a ripe picking for this tietäjä. Airut didn’t feel like a ‘knower’. If anything, the more they discovered about the world and its complex workings, the more they realised how very ignorant they were. The universe was vast, and their place in it like a single grain of sand upon the lake shore. But Airut knew better than to voice their fears and observations out loud. Instead, they kept a Bible in their pocket and quoted scripture to maintain the veneer of respectability.

Those who studied witches were often considered little better than those accused of practising witchcraft, and what was science to a simple mind but a shade of magic?

Heart, liver, kidneys. Lungs, stomach, spine. Eyes, brain, tongue. All had been separated from the whole. None were abnormal. None showed signs of the supernatural, for surely the Devil would leave his mark upon the body of his subjects; surely, the use of malevolent magic would leave a stain beneath the skin.

Airut had yet to find any evidence to support this theory.

Laying down the tools of butchery, Airut rinsed their hands in the basin of water, cold now since the peat fire had been ignored and dimmed to merely a glow. Airut’s stomach grumbled an admonishment. When Harik was away, so much went neglected. But he was due home soon, and, hopefully, he would come bearing news from the southern villages.

Airut parted the drapes and squinted at the sky. It must be nearing midnight, blue shifting to bruise as the sun finally dipped below the horizon. Another hour, perhaps, and the summer approximation of night would smear its sickly green-grey shadows across the world. Then Airut would gather up the detritus of their investigation and dispose of the carcass in the woods.

Their gaze fell on the body, carved open in an undignified spread of gore. Who had this man been in life? Some poor farmer who’d mistakenly given a neighbour spoiled milk or rotten eggs? Some tar-pit worker who’d muttered an ill-conceived threat in a heated moment at the end of a long day? Or perhaps he had dared to love in the way the Bible said was wrong, dared to want a touch, a kind word, a moment of physical joy as Airut so deeply wanted, too.

Harik would be home soon. Airut would make sure the body was gone by then, the floor scrubbed, and their own skin cleansed of both death and doubt.
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The villagers brought her bread and pastries baked with love or desperation, smiles caught in the lattice of crisped dough, spilt tears turning even sweetest fruits sour. She consumed their offerings as they wept for the past and worried for the future, teeth gnawing at ripe lips as their words caught like burrs in the air, a tangle of hope and misery.

They brought her poppets soaked in moon-blood, hand-stitched imitations of self, stiffened, brown, and reeking. She cradled their offerings as they babbled of fears and wants, fingers fretting at hems and cuffs as their words flitted like moths about a flame, never landing on the true object of their desire.

They brought her polished buttons daubed with thumb-prick burgundy and lullabies tinkling with starlight, locks of infant hair curled with potential, and the bones of beloved pets scooped hollow, waiting…

They brought her the gifts of their hearts and souls, and, in her loneliness, Prättäkitti accepted them all.
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Harik always brought gifts when he returned from his travels: a perfect apple, a bottle of cloudberry liqueur, or perhaps cured reindeer from a Lapland trader. His return brought other things, too: comfort, warmth, relief. All of which Airut felt now, wrapped in the man’s strong arms.

They breathed in the earthy musk of his travels and the tang of sweat—both horse and human clinging to his clothes. He was thinner for his journey, face browned by the sun, and hair painted blond where it curled about his temples.

“I have a surprise for you,” Harik said as he pulled free of Airut’s embrace.

They moved into the kitchen, where the corpse had been replaced by a board bearing fresh bread. Soup gurgled in the pot above the fire, salty and fragrant. Airut hoped it was enough to dispel any lingering corpse-stench.

Harik removed his travel bag before dipping graceful fingers within. He smiled, flashing a hint of his chipped incisor, and Airut’s heart squeezed like a fist, mouth dry even as they licked their lips.

Later, in darkness.

Later, when the rest of the world slept.

Later, when no neighbouring eyes might see and judge.

“I’m eager to know what you make of this.” Harik removed a meticulously wrapped package from his bag and laid it on the table.

Carefully, Airut untied the strings and opened the linen square. A frown cut deep across their forehead as they inspected the unexpected contents.

A scrap of leather—tattooed or stained, it seemed. The image was too faded to discern. Airut prodded at the curled edge of leather, finger grazing a smudge of ink.

The mark moved.

Airut recoiled as if bitten by an adder. They turned their questioning gaze on Harik, who grinned, eyes bright with exuberance.

“So I’m not the only one.” He reached a slender finger and let the tip hover above the scrap. The grey image condensed, like blood coagulating, as if in anticipation of Harik’s touch. “You see it moving too?”

“I do, but I cannot understand it.” Iron in the ink, perhaps, and a magnet secreted in Harik’s sleeve. But the smudge had moved when Airut touched it, and they had no hidden magnet.

“That’s why I brought it to you.”

“What is it? Where did you find it?” Airut settled in their chair and began a more detailed inspection, curiosity bubbling as furiously as the soup.

Harik rescued the pot about to boil over before he answered. “I cut it from a girl’s back.” His words were heavy now—all trace of his previous smile vanished beneath the pall of solemnity. “Before they tied her to the stake.”

Airut regarded the severed dermis. “She’d been tattooed?” Highly unusual, although perhaps connected to whatever crime had condemned her to death.

“Not by needle and ink.” Harik settled in the opposite chair with a bowl of soup. He tore a hunk from the bread before continuing. “I was near Manninen when I heard strange rumours of people, mostly young women, disappearing into the woods, only to return some days later babbling nonsense, their skin… bruised.”

“This is no bruise.” Airut touched the mark, and again, it shifted, as if flinching from their touch—a coiling shadow.

“Hardly,” Harik said between mouthfuls. “But the villagers didn’t know what else to call it. Their healer could do nothing for these raving women. Town caught wind of it—sent a priest and officials to investigate.”

“Of course.”

“The healer argued it was a fever, some unknown malaise from having been lost in the woods—perhaps the result of a snake bite.”

“But the priest said witchcraft, and so the women were put to death.”

“Four prior to my arrival. The trials were swift affairs. This was the fifth.” He gestured to the scrap of skin with his spoon. “Two weeks after the others. The healer allowed me to take this sample from the poor girl when I explained about the work you do.”

Airut stilled, eyebrow rising as their blood chilled.

“I explained you’re doing the Lord’s work.” Harik reached his hand across the table, fingers grazing Airut’s. “Seeking a way to expel the Devil from the afflicted so they might be spared the pyre.”

Airut exhaled. This was true, but their faith in God had felt tenuous of late, their belief eroded by years of unanswered prayer and the many mysteries religion could not answer where science offered more plausible explanation. Perhaps they were doing the Lord’s work, but not for the sake of piety. It was knowledge Airut craved, and a greater understanding of the material world—not the promise of Heaven.

“Before they were executed, what did they rave about?” Airut asked.

“Nonsense, really. Poor souls had lost their minds. The healer said they went on about all life ending in fire, about an iron belt squeezing the world—an iron heel grinding the earth to dust.”

“And all said the same?”

“Apparently, though the girl I… whose skin I—” He swallowed hard and dropped his spoon back into the half-finished soup. “She spoke of fire and iron, as if describing some great forge. The words were twisted on her tongue, barely coherent. She hardly noticed when I cut her. I tried to be gentle, but it is not tender work.” Harik pushed the bowl away now and regarded Airut across the table, guilt creasing his fine features.

“You did what was necessary. She couldn’t have been saved, but perhaps the others can.” Airut tapped the skin, watching the blemish shift and writhe, break apart like oil in water, only to return to a singular shape as soon as their finger lifted from the surface. Could it be the result of a parasite having moved beneath the skin? A reaction to some poisonous plant? Spores or mould? Perhaps the woods around this village were home to a unique species of nettle, of web-cap, or roll-rim.

“Did you notice anything else?” Airut asked.

“She certainly had a fever. Her flesh hot to the touch and clammy. And her eyes….” Harik turned pensive as he folded his arms, fingers teasing a loose thread from the seam of his cuff. “I swear there were shadows in her eyes, just like that, only darker.”

“Did the priest perform an exorcism? Did he ever suspect possession?”

“An exorcism had been attempted on one of the others. It didn’t work. Now, these women are simply being sentenced to death,” Harik said with bitter finality. “The villagers are keeping their women from the woods, everyone home before dark.”

“But it’s only a matter of time before someone strays from a forest path or grows bold and reckless, willing to challenge whatever lurks between the trees.” Airut studied Harik’s face. “I know you’re tired and have just returned, but—”

“Give me tonight—a bath and a soft bed.” He gazed at Airut, making clear the implications of his words. “We can leave tomorrow.”

[image: image-placeholder]


Prättäkitti danced among the shifting shadows, light and dark painting her nakedness beneath the trees. She whirled between the piles of trinkets, toes skittering buttons across fallen leaves. Poppets dangled on yarn-twist nooses from low branches, catching her hair. Skulls nestled between protruding roots and crunched beneath her spinning heels, splinter-shards slicing at her soles. And still, she danced.

Scarlet ribbons stained the forest floor as she churned prayers through the earth. Prayers against the end of the world burning behind her eyes. The ashes were bitter on her tongue. Visions of iron gripped her in its maw, molten metal sinking fangs into her soul.

She danced, calling on the forest gods to unmake the future sewn into her mind.

She danced, calling on bramble-minder and tree-keeper, on the lesser and greater spirits of the liminal world to chart a different course.

Prättäkitti tripped, palms grazed and burning, buried in sticky dirt. Beetles scuttled between her blood-slick toes, worms wound beneath her nails. And the shadows splayed across her skin began to burn.

This was no glade-god benediction.

Her breath turned to frost, pebbling rime on nose and lashes.

She tried to scream, breath-choked, as the earth tightened its grip, as the shadows writhing on her skin burrowed deeper.

The poppets above her chimed a gruesome music in wind turned cold and biting. They shattered, a shower of daggers slicing at her cheeks and burying iced slivers in her back.

Still, the shadows burned, sinking deeper, chewing through flesh to sidle along sinew, to rest coiled like adders within her marrow.

A storm-crackle voice raked up her throat and blistered her tongue—this entity coughed up bitter and vengeful from the frozen bowels of the nether realm, laying claim to her body, her mind, her soul.
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The girl writhed, sheets and shift tangled about her twig-like limbs. Her hair splayed like a spiderweb across the pillow, a thatch of dull yellow. Sweat peppered her skin, skin mottled grey. Airut checked her elbows for signs of blood-letting, relieved when they found none.

The air was pungent, ripe with the stench of sickness and herbs meant to ward off evil. Sage and rue, Airut guessed by the aroma in the air, as if scent alone could deter the Devil.

They knelt beside the girl’s bed to study the flitting markings. Definitely not bruises. Where the rope bit into her tender wrists and ankles, her pale skin had turned an angry purple, more beet than blueberry.

Airut withdrew bandages from their satchel and set about easing the bite of the cord, one slender wrist at a time. Harik held the girl still as Airut worked, smearing a soothing balm over the abrasions before securing the bandages in place. The girl needed to be restrained, but she need not suffer.

“And these, are they truly the marks of the Devil?” the girl’s mother asked, her hand hovering above the darkness blooming on her daughter’s arm. “She’s always been a good girl,” she continued before Airut could respond.

“Good girls don’t run off into the woods.” A young man stood in the doorway, arms folded across his chest and a scowl across his face.

“She’s always been tenderhearted. Our cat went missing. She only meant to find her pet.” The mother wept as she drew a cloth over the girl’s fevered forehead.

The girl’s brother scoffed.

“You disagree?” Harik asked.

The boy shifted, gaze dropping to the floor now as he shrugged broad shoulders. “She knew she shouldn’t have gone to the woods for any reason. Mother still sees my sister as a child, but I’ve seen her with the boys. The way she smiles when men’s heads turn toward her. I’ve seen her behind the barn with—”

“Hush, Johan. I’ll not have you speak ill of your sister while she lies on her deathbed.” The woman glared at her son; the boy gritted his teeth.

“Please, in order to help, we need to know the truth,” Harik said gently, always so good with skittish colts.

“There’ve always been rumours of a sabbath,” the boy said, his freckled cheeks flaming. “And not the kind for scripture and prayer.”

Airut bit their lip. A witch’s sabbath, then, a wild rite involving pleasures of the flesh and souls freely gifted to the Devil. While Airut understood the appeal of the former, they doubted the latter.

“Vile rumours.”

Airut watched the boy, his expression one of vexation at his mother’s denial. The mother wrung the rag, having refreshed it in a bowl of water. “Not my sweet Maria. Never that.” She soothed her struggling daughter with tender murmurs as she dabbed her forehead.

The girl’s lips quivered, mouth pulling into a rictus as if every utterance caused physical pain. Airut leaned forward, intrigued though doubtful her incoherent mumblings would prove illuminating.

She spoke with bitter breath, the words a rapid string of sing-song vowels and clipped consonants.

“Prättäkitti,” she said, and her eyes opened.

“Look.” Harik stepped closer now and took the girl’s thrashing head. Again, her lids lifted, revealing a dark swirl of shadow.

The mother screamed and recoiled, knuckles pressed between her teeth. Her son, a mere child again in the face of his fear, gripped his mother’s arm.

Carefully, Airut prised open the girl’s heavy lids. Dark tendrils escaped between the lashes, thick as tears but dissipating like smoke. The girl stared through the fug escaping her eyes, peering at Airut as if her gaze could pierce the very substance of their soul.

Could this really be the result of errant mushroom spores or some rare subspecies of barbed plant? The sting of an insect imparting microscopic creatures into flesh? Airut wouldn’t know unless they retraced the girl’s steps, following her path into the woods.

“Now do you believe me?” Johan turned on his mother. “Do you still think her so innocent?”

“I’ve seen the end of the world,” the girl said. “A great mouth of flames with teeth of iron, it will consume us all. Prättäkitti says. Prättäkitti knows…” She coughed as shadows slithered up her throat. “Prättäkitti—” The word seemed to choke her as surely as the marks beneath her skin now banded beneath her jaw, constricting. Her head lolled as she fell into unconsciousness, the marks fading as they released their hold, becoming mere ash-streak smudges. Airut used the discarded cloth to bathe the girl’s sweat-pearled forehead.

“What is Prättäkitti?” Airut asked.

The woman shook her head, whimpering against the fist still pressed between her teeth.

“Please. The more we know, the better we can help.” Harik once again appealed to the girl’s brother.

“Prättäkitti is a who,” Johan said, words thick as molasses pouring slowly from his lips. “A—a woodland fancy for silly girls and malcontent wives.” He cast a disparaging gaze at his sister. “The foolish believe Prättäkitti can see the future.”

“She’s a witch?” Airut’s words cleaved through the air, making the girl’s mother flinch.

Johan hesitated. “I doubt she’s a God-fearing woman living out in the woods alone like that, if she exists at all.”

“She exists.” The woman, recovered, patted her son’s hand as she straightened her spine. “I was a silly girl myself once.”

“Mother, I—”

She waved away her son’s apologies. “For an apple pie, Prättäkitti gave me my true love’s name.”

“She told you you would marry Father?”

The woman pursed her lips, expression sour, and Johan blinked as understanding dawned.

“And when you went to the woods, did you ever witness this”—Airut gestured to the girl—“in those returned from Prättäkitti?”

“Never,” the woman said. “Broken hearts, perhaps, hearts filled with fear at the prospects of an unhappy marriage or predictions of motherhood—” She paused, gaze lingering on her daughter.

“Have the witch’s predictions proven true?” Harik asked.

“Yes,” the woman answered. “So Prättäkitti must’ve sold her soul to the Devil, for how else could she tell the future? Perhaps she’s left the Devil’s mark upon us all, and only now are we feeling God’s wrath.”

Airut caught Harik’s eye, the questioning lift of his brows and the frown twisting his lips.

“What about the trail and the woods themselves? Ever seen any unusual plants or perhaps dead animals?”

“You mean evidence of Satanic ritual?” The woman crossed herself as she shook her head.

Airut would have to conduct their own investigations. But until then, there was little they could offer without knowing the cause of the condition.

“Thank you. You have been very helpful.” They rose from the girl’s bedside.

“What? Is that it?” Johan’s hands clenched into fists. “No medicine, no prayers?”

“I’m no priest,” Airut said, a little too hastily. “And I cannot treat what I don’t understand. You already know how to soothe a fever.” They gestured to the table where the cloth rested in the bowl of water beside a cup of honeyed water.

“Please, you must be able to do something,” Johan said. “They say you are a tietäjä of some repute.”

Airut hesitated and glanced at Harik. “Trust in God, pray, and I’m sure all will be well,” they said, lest this was a test.

The boy jammed his hands into the pockets of his trousers, teeth worrying at his lip, before he looked up to meet Airut’s gaze. “But—”

“Johan, we need more water. Go to the well,” the woman said.

The boy nodded before obeying, shutting the door to the cottage with a resounding thud.

“He cannot bear guilt for what he does not witness,” the woman said. “I fear, this time, prayer may not be enough. If this is the Devil’s work, God may have abandoned us, but perhaps a tietäjä knows of different methods.” Hope glinted in her red and tired eyes.

Airut drew a slow breath, unsure of how to proceed. “There is little I can do without understanding the cause of this, the synty,” they explained, hoping they wouldn’t have to school this woman on the science of aetiology and the core of Airut’s work.

“But we may offer an emetic. Perhaps that will help to purge your daughter of what’s ailing her.” Harik opened his satchel and produced a small glass bottle. A milky substance clung viscous to the sides.

Airut doubted making the girl vomit would erase the shadows from her skin, but if she had ingested something in the forest, it wouldn’t hurt to clear her stomach.

“Only a teaspoon at a time,” Airut instructed as Harik placed the stoppered bottle beside the bowl. “I promise I will do all I can to understand the cause of this so I might prevent it from happening to others.”

“They’ll kill her,” the woman said, her voice an autumn crackle. “They’ll call her witch and burn the Devil from her flesh.”

Airut couldn’t deny the truth of the woman’s words. The clergy wouldn’t tolerate one they believed touched by evil to live much longer. Airut was powerless to prevent the execution, but if they could come to understand the true nature of this affliction, perhaps Maria’s death would be the last.

“I’m truly sorry.” Airut clasped the woman’s hands.

The woman’s squeezed pain into Airut’s fingers. “A song. Please. A song is all I ask.”

Again, Airut glanced at Harik.

“If there’s any way to save my daughter—” A sob robbed the mother of her breath.

“I’ll watch no one comes.” Harik drifted toward the window, surreptitiously standing guard.

Airut sighed even as the melodies stirred in their mind. A song for soothing a fever, a song for easing an itch, a song for dispelling nightmares. The last caught like a splinter, driving heat through Airut’s belly. That was the one.

Gently, they took the girl’s hand with their left and placed their right upon her clammy brow. She whimpered but remained asleep. Softly, Airut began to sing in a voice both rich and sweet. They focused on pitching every note correctly, stitching the tones in a blanket of vibration they could lay gently over the girl so that the thrum of their weaving might shift her ailment and realign the elements of her body.

Airut always resented their songs if they worked because they didn’t adequately understand why or how they achieved their purpose. Today, though, today they would’ve been grateful had the song simply worked—the mechanism of its efficacy a study for a less dire time. But today, the song proved a failure. The notes slipped and skittered from Airut’s lips, notes curdling flat and sour on their tongue. Their hands tingled where they touched the girl, the shadows gathering in midnight stains beneath their fingers, grasping, tugging, and twisting the melody out of true.

Something resisted the music. A force, a power Airut couldn’t begin to comprehend, shifted between them—a force capable of disrupting the melody. Airut shook and sweated, redoubling their efforts as they struggled against the power raging in the girl’s body and biting at their own flesh. Their vision darkened, smeared with smoke and ash, and still, they strained their voice, chasing the notes wrenched out of time. The smoke cleared, light flooding Airut’s senses as ash turned to sparks, flames roaring bright heat in their mind’s eyes as their voice stuttered into ragged gasps.

“That’s enough.” Harik’s hand on Airut’s shoulder, heavy and solid, an anchor to the real.

Airut reared away from the girl where their hands had left scorch marks on her skin. Their own skin was red and sore as if scalded by boiling water.

“I’m sorry,” Airut stammered as they cradled their aching hands and stepped away from the bed, letting Harik guide them toward the door.

The woman drew the damp cloth across Maria’s blistered skin, silent tears trailing down her cheeks.

“I’ll do everything I can, and I promise,” Airut continued muttering even as Harik bundled them out the door, “I will return.”

If not to save Maria, then the next girl who went to the woods in search of answers. Perhaps, even, to save the world from being devoured in iron and flame.
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She’d dreamed once of bleeding songbirds from her severed wrists, of porcelain beaks emerging from split skin, puddles of red feathers that took to wing, their voices glittering the air like bright baubles on a noble’s neck.

Her dreams were rancid now, her sleep putrescent with nightmare.

She parted flesh with shining blade, but from the rupture spilt no chattering beaks nor iridescent feathers.

Instead, serpents slid from the marks dream-gouged into belly and thigh. Wounds stabbed deep, knife hitting bone, to wake the tangled vipers. She lay upon the lake shore, in the muck and mire behind her hovel, and like some woodland shidder, birthed serpents of smoke and flame, serpents with glowing eyes and silver forked-tongues, fangs dripping venom, and a ravenous ache in the hollow of their bellies.

This: flotsam Death-spawn—unwanted, reviled, rejected.

Even the whelps of the oldest gods craved and yearned and hurt.

This: an echo of Prättäkitti’s own knife-twist ache, whittled from grief and sculpted into an exquisite loneliness only ever temporarily alleviated by villager visits. But the poppets were gone now, shaken into crystal shatter. The bones of dead pets had been ground to dust beneath her feet. And no baked affection could satiate her rumbling emptiness.

She was bereft. All humans fled her forest.

Prättäkitti was alone but for the monster feasting on her innards.
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The priest accosted them at the well, where they’d paused to slake their thirst and refill their water skins. The man strode with pious purpose, angular features dressed in an expression of disdain.

“And what has the cunning… man to say about our afflicted?” The priest cocked his head at Airut, his gaze drifting from face to chest and lower without a scrap of shame.

Airut fought the urge to fold and crumple, seared by such a withering gaze. Instead, they squared their shoulders and faced the man made important only by vestments that, when stripped away, would reveal a flesh-and-blood human beneath. Airut had dismantled enough bodies to know every soft and vulnerable spot. How easily they could undo this priest with nothing but a paring knife.

“A peculiar case,” Airut said, striving to keep their voice deep and steady though their hands shook and their throat felt grated raw. “It warrants further exploration. I suspect something in the woods, or perhaps someone—”

“Indeed,” the priest said. “I’ve heard of this fortune-telling witch. I’ve sent men into the trees, searching, but none found the cottage the women claim the old hag lives in. There is no lake nor grove. All lies to mask their devilry.”

“Perhaps,” Airut said, careful not to raise further suspicion. If the priest knew or even suspected Airut’s own indiscretions, they could find themselves tied to the stake before Maria.

“This village is cursed, tainted by the Devil’s touch. I should raze every shack, put a sword through every heart.”

“An end to the world for some, an end in iron and flame.” Airut spoke without thinking, cursing their too-quick tongue as Harik drew in a sharp breath beside them. He bumped his elbow into Airut’s side, a subtle gesture, but it did not go unnoticed by the priest, who narrowed his eyes, bushy brows drawn tight together.

“We barely tolerate your kind.” The priest sneered. “Watch yourself tietäjä.” The word was spat like venom. “Or I shall gladly plant a second stake.”

Airut watched, tongue caught between teeth, as the priest strode away in the direction of Maria’s hovel. The girl would be lucky if she saw the sunset; there’d be no new dawn for her.

“What happened when you sang?” Harik’s fingers brushed their palm. He might’ve clasped it were they not in the centre of the village where many a gaze would take note of two men behaving in an unseemly way. It would matter very little were Airut to explain what lay beneath their clothes, how dresses and skirts had never fit comfortably despite the expectations society placed on their anatomy. Airut and Harik weren’t married and could never be so long as Airut wore trousers and flattened their chest.

“I—I honestly can’t say.” Airut drank deeply, letting the cool water ease the burn within. “A clash of wills, perhaps.”

“I saw the smoke rise from the girl. I saw the shadows gather at your touch.” Harik lowered his voice, speaking in the husky tone that always made Airut shiver and yearn for his touch. “She might not be possessed according to a priest’s understanding, but there is an arcane force about her. And now—” His eyes widened as he examined Airut’s fingers and the smudges like faded ink on the tietäjä’s fingertips where they’d touched the poor girl. “I fear it has passed to you.”

Airut withdrew their hand, rubbing the stains on their trousers. Stubbornly, the grey remained.

“We need to retrace the girl’s steps. If this witch does exist, we need to find her. That’ll be the only way to understand what’s happening—or how to prevent this force from claiming others.”

“But the priest said—”

Airut glared, and Harik’s lips parted in a small, chipped-tooth smile.

“Of course, we do not trust the priest nor a bunch of terrified villagers to adequately search the woods.” Mockery simmered beneath Harik’s words, a malicious levity that lessened the gloom Airut felt gathering like storm clouds about their thoughts.

They turned to face the trees looming in the distance, beyond the northern edge of the village. They squinted at the sun as it swept a broad arc across the sky. The clouds were as tattered as torn petticoats and held no threat of rain.

“We should begin our search immediately.” Airut stowed their waterskin in their satchel before swinging the strap across their shoulder. Who knew how much time they had before the shadows spread along their fingers, unravelling parasitic filaments into flesh.

Harik hefted his pack, always ready for travel and adventure, but the sight of the man—the man Airut loved and cherished—gave them pause.

“There is no guarantee we will not suffer the same fate as Maria if we follow her path.”

Harik seemed to consider this for a moment, eyes narrowed and lips twisted pensively. “Nothing in this life is guaranteed.” He shrugged.

Airut felt a pang of irksome irritation at his casual dismissal of the danger they would be facing. Not that Airut believed for a moment they might encounter devils beneath the trees, but something had slipped within the girl’s skin and addled her mind. Something had countered the power of their healing song. There was no denying this strange malaise nor the fate of those so afflicted. There was no denying the visions of flame and iron still seared across their own mind.

Nevertheless, Airut found themselves upon the road leading out of the village, their feet following as path became snaking trail, blue sky disappearing beneath a canopy of birch and oak, spruce and alder, maple and aspen, the boughs like knitted gnarled fingers. The shade and drifting shadows raised the fine hairs on Airut’s neck as they finally entered the woods.

[image: image-placeholder]


Footsteps in the forest.

Leaf rustle.

Twig snap.

And the changing pressure of approaching magic—the air growing heavy with threat.

Prättäkitti listened, felt, waited. She sniffed at the breeze, catching a mouthful to roll over her tongue. Nettle and sorrel, caraway and mint, and a tentative thrum of power not so very different from her own, housed in quiver-flesh threaded with fear and ignorance.

Smoke in her lungs.

A burst of iron between her clenched teeth.

The shadows surged, scratching beneath her skin, reaching for the being fumbling beneath the trees. The end of the world was coming, and she would eventually be consumed, but perhaps she could thwart this promise of calamity. If she could deter the intruder, force them to retreat, perhaps she could save them from the hunger in her veins.
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Airut had never been afraid of the woods. The gloaming beneath the trees had always offered a soothing embrace, a pall within which to hide their tears, a place where they could shed their skirts—if not their skin—far from their family’s consternation and village’s condemnation. It was among the alder and birch, spruce and pine that Airut had always felt free, welcomed, home.

This forest was the very antithesis. Every bough bristled with hostility, every scritch and snap a threat of violence. Even the rustling leaves seemed tainted with a root-deep malice. It made Airut’s skin crawl as if biting ants scurried through their flesh.

Harik stayed close, his fingers twined in Airut’s as they picked their way through leaf litter. The shadows thickened, and scales of frost caked over patches of moss turned brittle and brown by the sudden cold.

Airut shivered. This could not be the work of devilry. There had to be a scientific explanation for the soupy twilight and dropping temperatures. Extreme weather was nothing new. For decades, crops had been failing, winters becoming bitter and frightful, and summers intolerably hot. Despite what the clergy preached, and no matter how many witches they burned, the seasons remained indifferent. People were still going hungry, losing their homes, their livelihoods, their faith, all while the monarchy tightened its fist, desperate to maintain the control slipping inexorably from its grasp.

A glacial stream, perhaps, a concentration of rare plant life, a stagnant runnel of air untouched by summer heat. Airut cycled through all reasonable possibilities even as their grey-tinged fingers began to tingle.

The tingle became an ache, the ache a searing pain. Airut cried out and wrenched away from Harik, clutching their throbbing fingers.

“Airut, what is—” But Harik’s words ended in a strangled gasp.

Had he triggered some cruel hunting trap?

Airut blinked away involuntary tears to see Harik struggle against a vine wrapped around his throat, his lips already blue, and eyes bulging, as he gasped for breath. The trees creaked, a dissonant symphony of cracking bark, and the grating of frost-scales as branches loosened, becoming supple as serpents.

The coils about Harik’s neck tightened as he reached for Airut. Veins burst in his eyes, the tears turned bloody where they raked down his cheeks. The viper-fronds yanked him off his feet, too quickly, too violently for Airut to do anything but scream their frustration. Harik hung suspended now, body enveloped in a tangle of boughs that writhed and twisted like a bed of snakes.

What plausible explanation could science offer at this moment? Not even the carnivorous plants rumoured to exist within the tropics had ever been described as having prehensile shoots capable of sweeping a grown man from his feet. And the smell, a whiff of char and burdock, so out of place here where the forest should be drenched in the scent of pine and birch.

Airut watched, rendered immobile by shock and disbelief as Harik was first enveloped, then torn asunder.

Airut knew the sound of joints wrenched from sockets.

Knew the sound of bone splintered.

The sound of skin torn.

Flesh shredded.

A hot red rain spattered Airut’s face, burned their eyes, filled their mouth with the vile taste of raw iron.

With a serpent hiss, the trees withdrew, branches dripping gore as they slithered back into the tapestry above.

Airut dropped to their knees, trembling. It couldn’t be real. Surely, they’d disturbed mind-addling mould spores with their careless traipsing about the forest. Or perhaps the well-water had been poisoned.

They pinched their arm with shaking fingers, nails grimed black with blood already scabbing on their skin. They itched and quivered and pitched to the side, coughing up the thin contents of their stomach before returning to the grim scene before them.

Airut had dissected too many bodies to count. Touching a corpse held no revulsion for them anymore, death merely accepted as the inevitable consequence of life even when cut short by foolishness or misfortune. But this…

This was not so much a corpse as strewn detritus, a violent disassembly of flesh Airut struggled to fathom. How had Harik been reduced to crimson and ivory scatter?

Every fibre of their being screamed a desire to flee, to run from this forest and the nightmare netted in leaf and shadow, to stop only once they were back in their own village, far from writhing girls with winnowing bruises, safe from the sanctimonious gaze of a priest who took pleasure in murdering the innocent, back in the warm, firm embrace of Harik—ensconced in love and surety of purpose.

They scrubbed the blood from their face with acid tears and blinked clear eyes upon the carnage before them. Harik was gone, seeping into the dirt—already made mulch and worm food. Gingerly, Airut plucked the chipped incisor from the remains of jaw, wiping away remnants of gum and soil. They clenched it in their fist, feeling the rough-edge snag against their palm.

The sun crept west as the world turned, as minutes gathered into hours, as shock gave way to grief, and grief to resignation.

Without Harik, Airut had only their cottage at the periphery of a village, a charnel house where Airut tread the water of their ignorance in the hopes of one day understanding the forces that moved beyond the limits of current knowledge. Without Harik, there was no reason to return. No reason to flee. No reason to fear the death that surely waited for them either within these woods or at the priest’s behest.

Limbs heavy with sorrow, and heart leaden with resolve, Airut staggered upright. They peered through the gloom, left hand tingling with fingers mottled grey. Airut took a step toward the west, and the tingling intensified, a divining rod leading the way.
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She waited on the lake shore, bare toes sinking into mud, leeches already latched to ankles. Prättäkitti recalled her borrowed power, felt it slither from twig to trunk to root to feet, tearing through her shadow-stained flesh as it once more flowed through her, mere conduit. She sagged, depleted, ragged skirt drifting on the breeze-licked wavelets buffeting her knees where she crumpled. The magic returned to the water, to the creature coiled waiting in the depths. Tendrils of greasy smoke rose from the surface, swirled with a darkness that held no reflection of the sun-slashed sky above.

She waited on the lake shore, heavy heart sinking, hope already fled. Prättäkitti recalled her impudence, her adolescent fury and indignation. She sighed, exhausted, regret like vinegar in her veins. Perhaps she should never have spoken of her gift—her curse—those glimpses of the future she’d had even as a child, that grew in scope and focus as menses ushered her into womanhood and greater power. If only she’d never given voice to her visions, shared out of a desire to help and protect, to warn and save. Perhaps she could’ve been content with the man her father had chosen for her, silent in her power with a brood of her own—her life’s purpose defined by the needs of a family. Perhaps she should’ve been grateful her parents thought marriage an end to her fancies of magic. She’d been lucky to avoid the stake, and yet, ribbons of rebellion still trailed within her, cooling embers flaring with residual ire.

She’d fled—family and duty, the future she knew would smother and suffocate and bury her in an early grave.

She’d fled—and now she waited, unable to escape the future flickering before her open eye and fast approaching through the trees.
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It should’ve been a study in tranquillity. The trees parted to reveal a lake, brown-green edges clotted with reeds where wading birds should’ve made their nests. In the summer heat, the water should’ve seethed with fish and frogs darting at insect skimmers and flitting dragonflies. Birds should’ve flocked to the surrounding trees, their chirrups filling the air. But the lake’s surface held only darkness, untouched by the stripes of sun above. No birds, no insects—all was still, as if Airut had stumbled into a breath held by some fetid maw.

Except there, upon the shore, folded like a wilted flower … a crone.

Her hair hung low and lank, tangled in the reeds. Her dress clung threadbare to narrow shoulders and revealed scabbed knees. Her arms and legs were all mottled with shifting grey. Airut’s hand began to throb.

Here was the witch. Here was the one who’d torn Harik from the world.

Airut fumbled for the paring knife they kept secreted at their belt. Palms slick with sweat, and clenching the handle, they closed the distance with tentative steps.

“Prättäkitti!”

The crone’s head jerked to the side as if Airut had struck her. She looked so frail, dejected and withered.

“My doom has come,” she said. “It seems I failed to deter you.” Her voice was soft as a ruffle of feathers, yet those pinions were razors, cutting at the raw wound of Airut’s grief.

In the middle of the lake, the water bubbled and frothed, but Airut ignored it, advancing instead on the witch. For years they’d been searching for evidence of magic amid spoiling viscera, searching for some scrap of truth in the notion of a devil. Perhaps now they’d found it.

To flay and pare, to carve and saw, to hack and cleave until all the parts lay bare. Surely, then, whatever power this woman had—to sully thought with nightmare, inflict shadows on the flesh of the innocent, and moulder minds with fear—would be discovered.

Airut caught the witch’s flailing wrist. Thin as she was, there was steel in her blood, and she dragged Airut into the muck. Younger, stronger, Airut pinned the woman to the shore.

“What did you do?” they demanded. “What are you?” They bombarded the witch with question after question. The witch cried out when Airut gripped her arm, their fingers pressed tight, nails digging into sagging, wrinkled skin.

“It wasn’t me,” the old woman’s voice rattled through blistered lips, syllables escaping between the stumps of her eroded teeth. “It isn’t….” She looked to where Airut’s hand was leaving bruises. Bruises that winnowed beneath the skin and soaked their fingers, darkening their hand and drifting up their wrist.

A pervasive yet searing cold, the numbness of winter exposure, the burning that comes from being cold for too long, that deadens the flesh and turns it black.

Airut’s hand pulsed with pain, smoke curling where their skin met the witch’s.

“It isn’t me,” Prättäkitti repeated, their gaze drifting past Airut to the lake where the water frothed as a figure rose from the depths.

Hunger.

Want.

Need.

Airut tasted bitter bile on their tongue as the shadows swarmed in the witch’s skin, once more flocking to Airut’s fingers.

“What are they?”

“The mark of a devil,” Prättäkitti said. “Far older than the Christian’s. The spawn of Death’s unwanted child.”

Airut felt it then, the bitterness and loathing, the gnawing ache of loneliness and rejection, and a voracious appetite for vengeance. An eager enmity spit and hissed as it slithered up Airut’s spine to nestle at the base of their skull with a clear desire to end the world as it was.

What was a forge but a place of remaking, to smelt old iron so it might be shaped anew?

“Please, I do not want this.” Prättäkiiti latched a clawed hand onto Airut’s, the one still smudged and holding the knife. “I know you’ve come to free me. I’ve seen my flesh severed by your blade. Please, I beg you.”

Airut let the witch guide their hand. Let the witch press the tip of the blade to their wizened chest. Let the witch clasp her trembling hands over Airut’s fingers and drive the knife in deep.

Paper-thin skin split and sheared.

Brittle bone snapped like twigs.

Her stuttering heart jerked against the blade in a last futile attempt at life before Prättäkitti gave one final jerk of her wrists.

Airut caught her as she fell back, easing her lolling head to the mud.

Blood and shadow poured from the wound, turning the dark water murkier still.

Airut followed the flow of life where the figure waded, slurping up the witch’s juices in its fang-wreathed mouth. Serpents emerged from shoulders and hips, gangling extra limbs with spitting tongues and glass-bead eyes, each holding a smouldering flame.

The song to dispel nightmare rose unbidden in Airut’s mind, the notes condensing on their tongue and turning to stone that cracked their teeth as Airut tried and failed to render the melody.

When the monster had slaked its thirst, and Prättäkitti was a desiccated husk floating like so much driftwood, Airut rose on trembling legs. Their blade remained embedded in the witch. Their hands were empty except for the stain of shadow lingering on their fingers.

The monster roiled closer, scrutinising Airut with eyes like twin infernos, a question in their gaze—the threat and promise of a future if Airut had but the gall to take it.

What was a nightmare but a dream in an altered guise? What was an ending but a different beginning?
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In the morning, Airut left the village while the pyre still roared, and villagers flocked to the square to watch the burning. Airut passed the hovel where Maria lived, nodding at the girl who stood pale and shawl-draped in the doorway beneath the protective arm of her mother.

Their own limbs were heavy with shadow and the weight of renewed purpose, the shadow-god burrowed between their bones, ensconced in flesh and bound in sinew. Behind their eyes, Airut saw visions of a fresh future—the world awash in cleansing flame, old ways bent and beaten into better form.

Airut slipped their hand into the pocket of their trousers, fingers closing on Harik’s chipped tooth—his death would not be in vain; Airut would not abandon their life’s work. There was so much more they could do now with the coiled power of Death’s unwanted, simmering shadows in their blood.

The fire raged. The priest’s dying screams curdled the sun-shimmered air.

And Airut smiled.


The Dirt Path

By Trey Henry

My mother taught me how faith is the chisel that shapes a good man. She told me that after reading the story of Abraham and Isaac from her battered bible, the day Eddy never came back down the old dirt path with Judd. She stood by a cross with my brother’s picture hanging off it. Those ragged breaths she took in between sobs never left my memory. Little Mary, my poor baby sister, clung silently to our mother’s leg. Standing there, tears in my eyes, I was too young to fully understand the gravity of losing a big brother then, but the void created in my heart only seemed to grow from then on.

It was meant as a eulogy for the private funeral we held on our farm. The empty gravesite contained no casket, as no body came back for us to bury. No guests, as we liked to keep to ourselves. No one but the crows roosting in the trees like mourners, watching us all too closely.

With faith, Abraham trotted his boy up a mountaintop and bound him to an altar. God demanded blood, and the ever-faithful Abraham felt compelled by the promise of power and unimaginable wealth. As that ancient bastard raised the dagger high in the air, the Lord witnessed the unyielding faith inside that black heart. So, God sent down a Messenger. The Messenger whispered in Abraham’s ear, pointing to a fat beast snared by thorny vines. After releasing his frightened son, Abraham cut and burned the creature, for the Lord so loves the smell of charred flesh and bone. In his faith, Abraham continued this bloody ritual—to cut and burn—passing down the honour to his sons.

My father, Judd Dixon, only muttered one thing after mother finished: “We keep the path.” Then, he wandered off into the barn, where he remained until he was stone-cold drunk.

After Eddy’s disappearance, Judd became distant. He meandered around the farm like his legs and eyes were being puppeted by far-off radio signals. Regardless, he loved me, not because of the steel in his hand or the words that tumbled out his clumsy mouth, but in his lessons.

And ultimately, what he left me with—everything in my name I bought and paid for. And like any man worth his salt, I carry pride in what I own—one of the few things I comfort myself with. Yet, too often, I return to that hellish afternoon in April 1958. Judd and I descended into savagery and madness. The path taught us a lesson, one that boils at the very bottom of the gut.

According to Judd, work was faith made carnate. But sometimes, the labour does not match the reward. Any man who puts in a decent effort in making a living will tell you the same. Shortly after Eddy’s ninth birthday—I was only six—Judd brought me out to the barnyard one early morning. Over the fence on the other side, Eddy pitched hay for the cows in the pasture. With a full arm, he waved at us. I waved back, matching his smile. A few crows lined the fence watching him work. I remember how they followed him around like they did Judd, and as they do me today.

“What we doin’ out here, Daddy?” I asked.

Judd gestured towards the barn, narrowing his eyes as he spat out a stream of spit. He grimaced.

“Mother done told me to introduce you to the importance of labour,” he said. There was a strong bit of resentment in his voice as he continued. “In the Bible—which your momma reads daily—God told man that we are to work this land. Even in paradise, the Garden of Eden, God ordered man to tend it—to work.

“After we ruined paradise—Eve’s fault, of course,” he grunted, “we were given charge to work in the weeds and briars. Sweat and blood. Our lot as men. Women keep their own struggles of womanhood and motherin’. Ain’t much to know ‘bout. Ain’t my business. But men work the great Earth and die in the heat of the day, sickle or rifle in hand. It’s all the same. Death and sacrifice are our rewards, boy. My time in the War taught me that and more so.”

He swept his eyes over the path as he spoke.

“Today,” he said, “you begin your journey in learnin’ what it takes to become a man. From now on, you are gonna recognise toil. We may not live in paradise, but we tend what we got. We keep the path, Reid. On this land, we keep the path, and in doin’ so, we keep peace. One day, you will see. Yessir, you will toil. And you will labour.”

His leathery hand pointed toward Eddy. “From here on out, Eddy’ll feed them cows. You clean up the mess in the barn.” Through hard work, Eddy and I were bound. True brothers in both sweat and blood, working in harmony until that awful day came.

The night before Eddy disappeared, he whispered from his bed, “You still awake?”

I was. A night-filled room separated our beds.

Eddy laughed. “Well, guess what, turd-master?”

“Dunno,” I laughed back.

“Daddy’s takin’ me hog huntin’. Daddy said it’s just gotta be us. Said I’m gonna be a real man when we come back tomorrow. Gonna go up the dirt path!”

The air was sucked out of my lungs. The moonlight from the window made the sly smirk on his face visible—perfectly Eddy, both cocky and cheery.

“Daddy said ya gotta be careful with hogs. They can get ya real bad. Bad enough to kill ya sometimes.”

My hands gripped the blanket tight enough to make my fingers ache.

“Daddy says they charge like bulls but faster,” Eddy said. “I heard a pig’s scream is the same as the devil’s. The devil comes if a pig hollers loud enough and long enough.”

“Daddy doesn’t believe in devils,” I replied. “He told me momma’s book doesn’t know everything.”

“Who do ya think is right?”

I shrugged. “Momma says we’ll go to heaven.”

“Yeah,” Eddy said. “I hope I go. But heaven doesn’t put seeds in the ground or milk the cows.”

Judd had taught Eddy that. As we wondered together, our last night, sleep finally would find us. The next day, my big brother never came back.

Three years later, that memory refused to let go of me as I lay in bed. Rolling over and over, sleep kept distant from me as if some ancient part of my mind—maybe soul—knew and waited, expecting Judd. He slumped into my room. Light spilt over his silhouette, contaminating the darkness as his shadow loomed over my bed like the Mummy from those old monster movies.

“Reid,” he nearly shouted, then crept closer, his breath smelling like a distillery gone bad, and whispered, “Reid. Son. Come on out to the porch.”

His bleary, half-crazed eyes sought out mine in the darkness. Peering into those yellow marbles shot ice through my veins.

I started out of bed and asked if I needed to get proper.

“Nah,” he muttered, then lurched out of the room. “C’mon now.”

I followed.

On the porch, he leaned against the wall next to my mother in her rocking chair. She kept a rhythm. A bottle of Jim Beam passed from her to him, catching the dull light of the gas lantern above. Judd drained it. Grimacing, he blew out air like fire. Those grey-green eyes studied me. All the feeling in my legs ran out of me.

Being a staunch Baptist, I had never seen my mother drink before.

“No dancin’, and no boozin’,” Judd would prod at her. She never did laugh. Her mouth was a nick of the razor.

Both carried grave faces. The crickets serenaded a star-dusted sky while her chair acted as a creaking metronome. Each of us kept quiet, afraid to speak first. Mother’s gaze refused to leave the void of the moonless Texan night. Not once did she acknowledge me.

“What they teach y’all about them crows and the town at school, boy?” Judd asked, staring out into the night with hard, bloodshot eyes.

“Nothin’ outside what they tell us in town, sir.” My voice trembled in my throat.

He grunted, then nodded. “Go on. I wanna make sure ya know what I reckon ya know.”

I shrugged. “Dunno why they’re here. Kinda like that one place with swallows? ‘cept the crows never leave, right?”

Judd scoffed. My mother’s pale hand dashed to grab him, knuckles white as chalk.

“s’bout right.” He shook his head. His glare locked on the spot where the woods parted so naturally, you’d almost seldom see it unless you searched for it.

“That may be true yet. May be true, but may not be, Reid. Old people keep old secrets. Folkestone got more mysteries than the Bible’s got miracles. Maybe a few people know more truth about the crows and this cut of land. Most don’t, never will. They shouldn’t. Ain’t gonna sit here and pretend that I know either. I don’t. Know more than most….”

A pit of unease opened up inside my gut. I wanted to fall inside of it. He sounded dead. Inside and out.

“Ya ten years old now, son. Old enough to come with me tomorrow.” The word came out like ‘tomarruh’. “We gotta take care of some yearly business with a… family friend. He lives on down that dirt path over yonder—”

“But I ain’t allow—”

“s’all right. I know the way. Ain’t a thing to worry about. It’s perfectly safe—”

A rusty howl of a boar rattled far, deep in the woods. I fell back against the screen door with a bang. Judd laughed.

“Good omen,” he said, then stomped over to ruffle my hair with a wrinkled hand. For the first time since Eddy went and never came back, Judd smiled. “Done and set some traps. Tomorrow will be serious work, and I will be showin’ ya somethin’ important. And ya cannot tell anyone about what we do down that way. Not even your momma, boy. She don’t wanna know.”

Mother sniffed and hid her face from me.

“Yessir.” I nodded, not understanding at all.

I started back in, and my mother cleared her throat, freezing me in place, with the darkness of the house ready to swallow me whole.

“Reid, boy,” she said, voice uneven and raw. “You ain’t to tell Mary. You ain’t to tell that poor girl anything––keep her out of it! Ya hear ya poor mother, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You’re a fine young man,” Judd said. “I’m proud of ya. Get some sleep, Reid.”

The hog let loose another hollow and rumbling shriek, and I looked back onto the dim porch. My father stood watching me, grinning from ear to ear. The lantern overhead carved trenches of shadow in his face, transforming Judd into something he claimed didn’t exist.

A devil.

Sleep did not come easy. That hog haunted the night. My restless imagination assaulted me with images of it caught in Judd’s trap. Tangled in wires and bear traps. Bloody were those screams.

That bedevilled pig wanted us to hear it dying, for us to remain sleepless until the morning light. Finally, though, the dreams came.

I dreamed of the path. And of Eddy.

If a pig hollers loud enough…

Just before the dawn, Judd came in whistling, a sound I hadn’t heard in years. He asked if I wanted the full breakfast treatment. Mother had already packed us lunches to take on our hike and gone into town for the day with my baby sister. I grunted hungrily. He continued whistling as he went to work on the stove. Moments later, he set down two plates stacked high with scrambled eggs, sausage, and bacon.

Judd grabbed a fork and started to dig in until I asked him to say the blessing. He frowned at the window for a long time.

“Reid, when we come back from that dirt path, and ya still believe in God—or a lovin’, merciful one—you’re either in denial or plumb soft in the head.”

He snapped into his sausage and didn’t speak again until both our plates were clean.

“Let’s go.”

My hands worried about the collar of the work shirt under my denim overalls as I waited outside the toolshed, sitting in the grass. Judd clunked around inside. My heart raced like I had stumbled upon a stash of girlie magazines. The wailing screams of the trapped boar faded to the back of my mind. The shed door whopped open then rattled like a diving board against the wall. I jumped up, hollering, then stumbled back down.

He gazed down at me. His eyes were a pair of cameras, utterly devoid of emotion. The shirt under his overalls was stained yellow from sweat and age.

“Y’all-right,” he said, more as a statement than a question, and handed me a military green duffel bag as I got back onto my feet.

“Yessir,” I replied and grabbed the strap. The weight jerked me back down to the ground. Within the duffel, the contents clattered into a heap. I froze, clenching my eyes shut and bracing for a swift fist upside my head.

Instead, a warm hand rested on my shoulder. My father squeezed gently. I still wonder about the tenderness and how genuine his kindness had been. When I looked up at him, he smiled. But in his face, I caught a glimmer of dread swimming behind his eyes like a salmon preparing to leap up a waterfall.

“For a while, it’ll be heavy. But it’ll only be for a while.” His hand grazed my cheek, fluttering my heart. “Today, son, you’ll be a man.” He guided the straps onto my shoulders. Judd slung his old hunting rifle over his back and ruffled my hair.

We marched over the meadow on the other side. Recent rains had been kind to the wildflowers. Pastel clusters dotted the landscape towards the tree line. Morning cicadas whined as we encroached on the dirt path ahead of us. My father sailed past the tall grass smoothly. However, I high-stepped my way through it. Fuzzy stalks of grass whipped my chest and chin.

The dirt path swayed in and out of view between the gap of his side and swinging left arm. The words MARINE CORPS were printed across his duffel in black block letters. Tools clattered inside it as the rifle clapped against his back.

A crow let out a raspy caw. Judd stopped dead in his tracks with his arm stretched out to keep me from bumping into him. He scanned the area.

“Yuh-hep. Ya see that?” He pointed to the treetops. Dozens of crows dusted the greenery.

I stepped around to get a good eyeful of the path, the last place Eddy tread on Earth. The path, which my parents made evil and unknowable, opened up less than ten yards in front of us. The trees grew up and away from it, forming a slight V shape. Only the tallest branches dared reach over. Nothing grew on the path. The vegetation naturally stops at the walkway in a clean-cut line for the bonemeal-like dirt.

As we drew closer, the hog bellowed out a pained roar, sending most of the crows into the air. Their caws punctuated the sky. I don’t know how to explain it, but there was a delight to it—a sour kind.

At this, Judd spoke up. “Keep the path, son.”

“Where is your friend?” My voice cracked.

The hog hollered once again as if answering my question. Judd spat and started onward. “Just keep the path.”

Pale dirt cushioned our footfalls. Insects hummed and chirped in the growing heat of the cloudless day. The taller trees shaded us. Glancing upwards, the leaves resembled bits of stained green glass. Despite the Texan heat, compounded with the weight of the duffel, I hardly broke a sweat. The trees funnelled in a cool breeze along the cut of the path. My eyes fixated on Judd, towering ahead of me as I kept apace with his footsteps.

“How far along is this place?” I asked.

Judd grunted, then smacked his lips. “Whelp. Sometimes that’s hard to tell. Ain’t always the same.”

He never turned back as he spoke but kept watch over the endless pallid line. The further we journeyed, the more the trees resembled the ribs of a prehistoric snake. Father and son strolled down the spine.

I shuffled around to check the progress we made and almost tripped over in shock. The start of the path remained only five feet away as if it were stuck to my heels. Our house mocked us from across the field.

“My momma used to say”—Judd’s voice went to a shrill pitch—“A watched pot never boils.” He was laughing. “Give it time, son. Come now. Keep the path.”

No matter how far we went in, the entrance followed us. Electricity crept up my legs and arms. The air took on an eerie, alive aspect you only ever feel while out in the path or during a furious thunderstorm. No longer did it feel relaxed and friendly. The atmosphere buzzed around us, like the cicadas and crickets, but inside your skull. My eyes vibrated in their sockets. The sun beamed down onto us, casting dappled shadows over the dirt that stretched for eternity.

Suddenly, Judd stopped dead in his tracks. I bumped into him, and the rifle’s cold metal barrel grazed my cheek. A hard but warm hand paused on my chest.

“Y’all right?” he asked.

“Yessir. Sorry, I kinda felt like I was….” I tried to finish my thought, but it escaped me.

“Hypnotic out here, ain’t it?” he asked, chuffing out through his nose. He remained focused ahead, his gaze unbroken. “Check behind us now.”

My neck groaned like rusty hinges as I turned to see. The path somehow now snaked off to the right until it melted into the trees and thickets. The vegetation had become like walls, impossible to see through. The leaves, branches, and vines interweaved with one another. It looked more like a corridor with a dappled green ceiling, weedy walls, and a pallid sawdust floor.

“Where are we?”

A live wire like wild magic crackled around us. Crows gathered up in the canopy. Their heads cocked with twinkling black eyes, those droplets of crude oil. Each one glistened, and all blinked in unison. Then they began to caw, and the hog screamed once more.

“Reid,” Judd called out, eyes still forward down the path. “Go on, find a good-sized rock. Should be one ‘round here or over yonder.”

“Yessir.”

“On the left-hand side—just off the path.” He kept staring forward. “Might be ahead of me.”

The rock sat in a nest of weeds along the side of the path. Crouching on my knees, I picked it up and marvelled at how nicely the stone filled out my palm. Standing back up, I grunted and raised the rock high in the air like I caught a would-be winning home run.

“AH! Stay right there,” he said powerfully but not unkind. “I want you to toss, not throw—toss—the rock to your right. Do not throw it. Trust me, boy.” Judd belly-laughed as I stared back at him, confused. “I ain’t soft, boy. Least not yet, anyhow. Toss it.”

The stone whiffed through the brush and vanished. Immediately, something thudded then rolled directly behind me. I spun around, and a rock strikingly similar to the one I had tossed nudged the tip of my work boots.

My flesh crawled and chilled despite the day’s warmth. Judd roared in laughter, picked up the stone, and placed it back in its nest of weeds.

From further down the path, the trapped hog let out another bloody and brutal scream. I shuddered at how loud it was. Closer, much closer.

“Yeh-hep. We’re about there now. Eddy nearly brained himself when we came through here.” He patted me on the back, chuckling. “C’mere, lemme lay an egg on ya.” His thick hands took me by the shoulders and turned me to the curtain of leaves and brush. The faint, sickly-sweet smell of whiskey wafted from his breath as he spoke. He must have added it to his morning coffee. “Watch. Keep your eyes on the lookout through the leaves.”

His sudden giddiness churned my stomach. The dirt path brought out a side of him I had never seen before—like it wound around inside him. He walked to the other side behind me. And I heard him start rustling through the brush. I screamed as Judd’s hand jutted out of the bushes in front of my face. His fingers waggled before my nose. I stumbled backwards, stammering like a damn fool.

“Grab on!” he cackled. “C’mon, boy! Ain’t got all day!”

With both hands, I latched onto his paw, and it swallowed mine. A clean, firm jerk yanked me to the wall of thickets. He pulled me through.

Incredibly, his face was on the other side with a wild and electric grin. A thorn scratched my cheek as I went through. Something popped inside my sinuses and ears, and—poof—I stood before him. Across the path, an echo of myself mimicked my movements, like I was in a carnival’s house of mirrors. The brush then flexed back into place like nothing happened. My mind wanted to implode. I needed to scratch my skin off and scream for a bath. It was dirty. Unnatural and crazy.

Judd Dixon seemed quite at home.

“Belly runnin’ near empty yet?” he asked. “Could use a bite myself. We’ll need the fuel. Watch the path as I get our lunch.”

I nodded and did as I was told. Judd set his pack down. He dug around until Judd produced two packages wrapped in butcher paper, each one containing a couple of bacon sandwiches and a pile of saltine crackers. As we ate, Judd stared ahead, down the dirt path. My eyes were glued to him, watching him chew slowly, temples pulsing in tandem. I studied him as I would a riddle.

“You ever miss Eddy?” I asked. Sweat beaded across my forehead.

Judd’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he gulped down a mouthful of sandwich. In his pause, a crow cawed from high up in the trees. He smacked his lips and sighed. “I’d say anythin’ good left in me dried up. But that’d be a lie. Eddy was sunshine, but my rot set in long before either you boys were born.

“I miss who your mother used to be. She saw me first, during my ramblin’ days after the War. It was the kinda place that used sawdust for a floor and planks of wood pinned down onto sawhorses for tables. I rolled through Waco takin’ odd jobs no one else’d do. I’m good at gettin’ dirty.” Judd chuckled and bit off a fourth of the sandwich in his fist. “She brought me a drink, noticin’ my duffle bag, and said it was on the house. I stuck around a while, and she decided to come along when my heels started to itch. But it wasn’t until I took on the farm where she screwed that damn Bible to her nose.”

Washing the crackers down with a swig of water from my canteen, I glanced down the path. A slight breeze combed through the trees in ripples.

“Why’d she do that?”

Judd grunted and sipped from his own canteen. “Hm. Didn’t like the old bastard who gave us the land. Called him the devil, as no man that old could tend farmin’ alone. As far as I know, devils don’t die, and I done commemorated old Clem up on the hill we’re headin’ towards. Don’t remember which one is his anymore. Too many to tell.”

A terrible shriek rang through the woods, and despite the warmth of the day, gooseflesh stretched across my arms.

“Daylight’s a-wastin’,” Judd said and gathered up our things as I kept watch. We began the hike once more. Behind him, I examined the duffle strapped over his back and the black stencilled lettering: MARINE CORPS.

“Daddy?”

Judd grunted back, not entirely exasperated.

“Did you go to Germany in the War?”

A slight pause settled between us for a moment. Only the soft hush of our feet on the path could be heard until that damned hog cried out again.

“Pacific. Clearin’ out rat nests on Iwo Jima.” Judd strode ahead, shadows racing over him. “Found one bunker too deep down and jam-packed with tunnels like a knot of snakes. A couple of the older fellas said they never seen anything like it. We got lost––turned in circles. Over and over again. No tellin’ how many more Nips were crawlin’ around with us. Then a deep rumblin’ noise, dirt sprinklin’ our helmets, and the generators fail. Our flashlights only lasted so long….”

I watched Judd. He marched forward, gaze unbroken from the path. As he began mumbling, that confident stride withered. His words were too thick to understand except for “Thirteen days M.I.A.”

Judd planted his feet, allowing me to catch up. He chuckled down at his feet, eyes clenched. “My appetite for pork never came back until I took up the farm. The work––Shit!”

He was looking forward again, both of us, but the path changed. A couple dozen yards down, the dirt path banked hard right into a clearing. Something large thrashed against the ground. To this day, I still recall the vibrations coming up from the earth and into my shoes. A hoarse whine followed after a brief pause. The wild hog waited in whatever kind of trap Judd had made. My heart pounded.

“Nah!” Judd cried, red-faced, running into the clearing. “Damnit!”

Without thinking, I chased after my father then froze. A behemoth boar lay in a muddy pool of congealing blood. Cloven hooves raked the ground, kicking up clods of mud. The ever-tightening cord of a snare had split open its belly like a second mouth. Soupy viscera vomited forth from it. Judd and the giant boar regarded each other. And as if synchronised, they shrieked and hollered.

Maybe I did, too.

Crows circled like shrunken black vultures. Greed and hunger glinted in their beady eyes, and their cruel cawing sounded like laughter. The giant boar lay in the clearing like a mountain range made of flesh, coarse brown fur, and daggers for tusks. A coppery zoo smell and the high stench of pig filth stabbed at our nostrils.

The monster hog roared as Judd approached. He yelled back, “We gotta take this goddamn piece-a-hell up the path. Reid, we gotta keep it alive. Long as possible. Need it fresh. It’s too fuckin’ big!”

He scoured the inside of his duffel for some chains and rope, yelling at me to do the same. We meant to hogtie the beast by grabbing its legs. They refused to be caught. For what seemed like hours, we wrestled and battled the demon boar using our ropes and chains. A rear hoof clocked me and sent me reeling backwards into the gunk-riddled mud. The pain darkened me. Blood stung my left eye, coating half of my vision in a murky film of red. Fire, like fuses of dynamite, ignited throughout my veins. Steam spewed from my lungs in a guttural roar as I launched back onto the animal.

The savagery came all too naturally. Madness consumed both of us. We kicked and beat the miserable creature like apes. Judd grabbed his rifle and slammed the butt of the gun against the beast’s head—

Ka-pow!

The impact set off a misfire near Judd’s head, up and into the sky. The gunshot made the world silent, aside from a toneless ring. I barely heard Judd screaming for me to grab the beast’s legs again, his hands cupped over his ears. In one final attempt, we bound the monster. Judd doubled over, hands on his knees and panting. I collapsed back into the mud. The bacon sandwich I had eaten boiled over into my mouth and out into my lap.

“The path… waits,” Judd said between breaths. “Reid… no time… dawdlin’.” He wrapped the giant with more rope and chains in a makeshift harness for us to pull. “We pull… like a sled.”

“Yessir.”

“From here on out, the path changes. Ya may hear things. Prolly see somethin’ ya can’t explain. Maybe don’t even want an explanation for. Just remember, remember to keep your eyes down the path. Just like Lot escapin’ the damnation of Sodom. Keep your mind on forward.”

Judd cut the snare with his hunting knife. He whispered, as if to no one, “Once you become aware of it. The path changes. Ya cannot control it. But you might be able to steer it like a conversation. You gotta bring somethin’ to the table. Otherwise… it dominates you.”

The enormous boar grunted. Hundreds of crows circled above now. None of them believed in silence. They ridiculed us as we tried to pull the groaning creature out of the mud. Our feet dug into the earth, sinking ourselves. It seemed impossible. Then, the boar finally budged. We screamed and hollered, lugging the monster out of the clearing and up the dirt path.

Unthinkably tired, we ploughed uphill on instinct alone. The boar bucked against its bindings, occasionally slowing us down. We were mummies, lurching on.

Heaving. Panting. Groaning.

Further in, the trees became uncanny. Massive oaks spidered out to the sky. Sweat stung the raw meat that had become my palms. My tongue shrivelled into a raisin. I blinked deliriously to keep the salty sting out of my eyes. Beside me, towing his own line, Judd wheezed and moaned.

We neared the top of the hill, and something moved in the corner of my eye. A quick glance and I caught the pale sliver of a slender figure withdrawing behind one of the giant oaks. Whispers and snickering danced through the leaves behind me.

“Ignore it!” Judd hollered, and the pale thing scurried off into the foliage. “It knows, boy.”

The more I ignored, the more the woods yearned for my attention, but the work––the toil—kept me on the path. Our hog wailed and thrashed in futility near the top of the hill. Ghastly effigies of bone and sinew dangled from oak branches. Their intricate design, like wind chimes or dreamcatchers, made my head throb. Each time the haunting breeze blew, it brought them to life, clicking and clattering together. A skull adorned each one. Most belonged to animals. However, you couldn’t help but stare at the human ones. Their hollow sockets watched us, seemingly turning as we passed through.

“I call ‘em the Fruit of Judas. The pig knows what they are. Its belly-achin’ is part of the tribute.” Judd huffed and groaned. “Fear’s part of it.”

Inch by inch, we slogged towards another broad clearing. As we entered, towing the beast, the birds fell silent, even the hog. In the centre, a grand black monolith protruded up at a golden sunset. Crude tools, some made of eerie stone, clustered around the base. The surface of the dreadful monument, despite its inky blackness, waltzed with secret colours, much like how oil creates a filmy rainbow in a puddle. All around and inside me, a sensation of thrumming power invaded my senses.

Beyond the idol, a horribly tremendous tree, like nothing I’d ever seen before, reached up toward the dimming sky. It bore no leaves, looking like a lightning bolt scattered forth from the earth and froze. Around the base of its trunk, gnarled cacti and briar patches warded off anyone foolish enough to go near it. The first time you see it, it looks wrong: a hellish radio tower.

The crows watched us intently. Their eyes blinked in unison, near perfect. You could hear it.

Blink.

Judd set his pack and rifle down, then tottered towards the bizarre idol. He raised his arms to the sky, unsheathing his hunting knife. The blade in his hand blazed like fire in the dying sun. He began to speak words I’d never heard before, syllables that twisted inside my young mind.

Judd turned to the giant boar and shambled over, wielding the knife like a killer, all pretences gone. The light in his eyes dimmed like tarnished coins. Then he cocked his head to the side and kicked the animal.

“Croaked…” All his teeth exposed themselves in a wide grin. “Toil makes the man.” Those eyes were no longer my father’s. Someone or something else regarded me through them. Judd Dixon bent down to cut the pig free.

To this day, I wonder how that beast could still have been alive. Despite all the blood loss and dribbling gore, that hulking mass of meat scrambled to its hooves. Full of bloodlust and entrails dragging, the boar shrieked. Its size dwarfed Judd. The beast charged and rammed straight into the man. Judd was flung up and tossed out of the clearing. His howls grew faint as he crashed and tumbled down the hill. The boar tottered, then keeled over into the underbrush on the opposite side. It rolled down, crying out until a thundering crash rumbled deep below.

And silence.

I stood alone amongst the effigies and crows. From below, Judd groaned feebly. Faint but distinct.

The wind whined through the Fruit of Judas—whispers. Giggles and song. An urge to continue grew inside me. I gathered up a usable length of rope and limped to the ledge where Judd had plunged through the brush downhill. Blood slicked the leaves and thickets. An effigy with a human skull hung above where Judd tumbled down. It was much smaller than the others, about the size of my own head. The wind moved through it, and all at once, I understood whose face had once been draped over it.

“Eddy…” I choked out. Tears cut clean streaks down my face, and my father groaned again. I peered at the blood-soaked trail down the way.

A new path.

I followed the smears of blood. Near the bottom, Judd slumped against a tree. Anyone would have thought him dead except when he gulped for air and murmured incoherently. He turned his head up and to the side, sobbing out apologies to the pale figure creeping from behind a tree trunk.

Judd’s friend.

The face was long and misshapen, hard to look at. It grinned a black grin, if you could call what it had a mouth.

“Tuh-tusks… guh-huh—got me…” He spat up blood and held what at first appeared to be sausages against his lower stomach, mashing them in. His organs slipped and spilt out onto his lap. “Jeh-jest lih… th’hog….” He coughed out a ragged chuckle.

“Yessir…” I whispered back.

Judd’s friend capered as I hogtied Judd Dixon. Toiling under the darkening velvet sky, I laboured once more up the blood-streaked trail and heaved my groaning father back up to the altar. His friend followed, chirping out insane songs as lonely cicadas do during summer.

The crows heralded our return. Joyful and lovely. I turned to look at the terrible tree beyond our hill, suddenly majestic and full of life. Judd Dixon smiled humorlessly, then whispered something I had always known since that day three years ago with what happened to Eddy. Yet, no anger flared up inside my heart as I picked up his knife.

“I promised…” he whimpered, “to keep the path….”

Nodding, I raised the blade over my head. The wind through the effigies whispered love and kindness, the guiding wisdom in crafting our tribute to hang in the trees. My whole body shivered with madness as the knife plunged into Judd’s chest. It was a deep sound, like cutting into a ripe watermelon. The chorus of birds and bones created music made of faraway skies.

Such lovely songs.

No telling how long of a time I spent atop the hill. I never can keep track—not that it matters, working that sacred rite. The way back home shivered with madness. Shades and sunken faces drifted in and out of the night air. They cheered and heckled as I hobbled back home, lost in an ever-changing labyrinth. Crude voices revelled in breaking my concentration until I remembered my mother.

No doubt she worried. With her on my mind, she kept me––led me back to the farmhouse. The porch light twinkled across the way, my beacon in the night. Every muscle screamed as I staggered to the house. Mother waited under the porch lamp, sitting in her noisy rocking chair. She paused and examined me, eyes dark and twinkling.

“What happened to your Daddy?”

“Kept his promise,” I said. “He’s with Eddy.”

The chair whined as she began rocking again. Her brow furrowed, deep ruts in her forehead, and tears pooled, running down her cheeks. She nodded.

“Go on. Clean up and go to bed. Tomorrow’s Sunday. A day of rest as decreed by God.”

I would do as I was told.

However, years later, I grew bolder. Maybe hormones or the simple joy of rebellion, but a part of me believed my mother didn’t recognise my importance to the farm or even the nearby town. Keeping the path mattered above all else. Usually, I managed to convince desperate runaways or hitchhikers to join me on a job deep in the woods. Yet, one day, in 1963, the crows became restless something fierce after mother went into town. Clearly a sign and all too short notice. I came back home late that night from the dirt path and found my mother pacing on the porch. At her first glimpse of me, she wailed out my baby sister’s name.

“Mary! Mary, please! Lord God, please!”

She held onto the porch railing as her knees failed. She moaned my sister’s name again. I wanted to feel pity or regret. Regardless, what I had done was the righteous thing. Mother looked up at my face, eyes wide. Mary had raked an open gash across my cheek. It remains etched as a dark scar today.

My mother unleashed a thick sob and sighed the last words she ever spoke to me, “Faith is a chisel, not a cleaver.”

She withered away for decades, dedicated to perpetual silence with her middle child until 1991. I buried her between the empty graves we made for my siblings. There, I held a funeral of sorts. From the light of a lantern, I opened up her mouldy Bible and recited the tales of Cain’s envy becoming wrath, Abraham deceiving kings, the unshackled pride of Samson, and David’s holy, lust-ridden eye. I kept those Scriptures close to my bed, crammed tightly in a drawer. Much of the print has been rubbed away, like the engraved names and dates on the family cemetery gravestones.

Every year, the land hungers. The ache in my hips and drag in my step might as well be alarm bells. One day, the dirt path will send out its call, and my ragged body will only get so far. And, whatever yearns to remain sated at the end of that path will begin to stray and forage, starved and frenzied.

Forgive me.

All men fall short of their promises.


Twelve

By Thomas Canfield

Rathman rested one hand against the exterior of the church. The coarse, grainy feel of the stone, the powerful tactile feedback, delighted him. The structure had been built in the fourteenth century, and the exterior had weathered to a beautiful shade of twilight grey. No matter the hour or season of the year, the church seemed bathed in light reminiscent of day’s end. It projected an aura of tranquillity and rest. The short tenure of a man’s years, the eternity that loomed upon the horizon; both seemed to reside in this stone and in this structure, the product of some strange alchemy impossible to replicate.

Rathman had studied the ways of stone, had immersed himself in its lore. He had learned of its artifices and deceits, had become familiar with its treachery. He had learned to be wary of its cunning. To most, stone was solid, fixed, and permanent. It provided a foundation on which to stand and build. But stone was so much more than that, infinitely more nuanced and deep.

A shadow fell across Rathman’s face. Looking up, he could make out the profile of one of the gargoyles. It stood at a far corner of the structure, its mouth gaping open, directing water away from the building. There were eleven gargoyles altogether. Though the church itself had no real claim to distinction other than its age, the carvings had acquired a measure of renown. They displayed a high degree of talent and originality. Each gargoyle seemed invested with its own personality, a set of attributes that rendered them memorable and unique. The name of the artist had come down through the centuries as well, so highly regarded was his work: Heinrich Heider.

An entire body of legend had grown up around Heider and the gargoyles, wildly improbable tales. Some were funny, some whimsical, others dark and disturbing. What the artist had actually been like, wherein lay the source of his genius, was, these many centuries later, impossible to determine. But this only lent wider latitude to the stories, and greater boldness to the tellers thereof.

The most persistent tale, the one that had gained the widest currency and won the most adherents, was that there existed a twelfth gargoyle. Heider had been commissioned to produce twelve. That had been established as incontrovertible fact. But the location of the missing gargoyle had never been discovered. It was the sort of mystery people delighted in, the kind of puzzle that never wore out its welcome. No one, despite repeated efforts, had yet located the twelfth gargoyle. But that did nothing to diminish the story’s appeal. If anything, it only served to enhance the mystery.

Rathman pushed open the door and slipped inside. The interior of the church was still, peaceful, the light streaming through the windows muted and subdued. The air seemed invested with the feel and sensibility of twilight. Time was less pronounced here, did not assert its authority with so firm a hand as in the world outside.

A lone penitent knelt in one of the pews, head bent in prayer. Her hair was tucked beneath a headscarf, making it impossible to guess her age. She was as silent and unmoving as stone, immersed in some inner dialogue that rendered the world around her but a pale shadow. Apart from her, Rathman appeared to be alone in the building.

He stood in the doorway a long moment, allowing the stillness to filter into him, endeavouring to read what was contained therein. The church harboured many voices, some recent, others hundreds of years old. Isolating one from amongst the multitude, deciphering the words, required great concentration. It was a skill beyond the reach of all, save for a select few.

Rathman walked down one of the side aisles, conscious that his presence might be interpreted as a form of intrusion. He had failed to enter into the spirit of his surroundings, had not surrendered to the prevailing mood of tranquillity and peace. He had dragged the outside world in along with him. Such a violation constituted a breach of trust, almost an act of desecration.

Rathman stopped before one of the stained-glass windows, rooted to the spot. The design portrayed a Dance of Death: half a dozen skeletons joined in a circle, hands clasped, surrounding a man struck low by the plague. The skeletons wore various bits and scraps of clothing, grinning as they danced. It was an arresting portrait; the universal and inevitable fate of all living flesh could not be more succinctly conveyed. Rathman continued to stare up at the image even as footsteps approached across the nave.

“You have discovered our Serenade in D, I see,” a voice addressed him. “A remarkable work of art, don’t you think, a graphic reminder of a reality we would all rather prefer not to acknowledge.”

Rathman turned. The priest was tall, with dark hair, dark eyes, and pale skin. He had a curious vulpine cast to his features, but, despite this, his manner was open and friendly.

“Serenade?”

“Oh yes, most definitely. Some choose to believe that Death is taunting the dying man. Not so. Rather the dead are welcoming him. They sing of the universal truth: all men are destined for death. We can—none of us—evade the final reckoning.”

“A grim portrait, just the same.” Rathman could see nothing of a ‘serenade’ in the skeletons’ gloating expressions of triumph. Perhaps he lacked the ‘eye’ to properly read the picture. Art was not his field of expertise, after all.

“If you wish to truly understand, you must first recognise the context. This window was installed sometime around the year fourteen-twenty. Memories of the Black Death were still fresh in everyone’s mind. Our contemporary sensibilities find such aesthetics jarring simply because sanitising the message was not something these people believed in.”

“No, I shouldn’t be inclined to accuse them of that.” Rathman paused. “I am speaking to Father Sternberg, I trust?”

“Yes. Forgive me. I saw no need to introduce myself, having spoken to you on the phone, detective.”

“And how did you know I was that detective, Father? I do my best not to advertise the fact.”

“I formed a picture of you in my mind. As it happens, you fit my image of a detective almost exactly.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” Rathman shrugged, smiled. “Who was the artist responsible for the window, do you know?”

“The name was lost, I’m afraid.” Sternberg sighed. “Most of the craftsmen, their names have not come down to us. Few records remain from five, six hundred years ago. We have only their works to remember them by.”

“That doesn’t apply to your gargoyles, as I understand. Not only has the artist’s name survived but stories about his life, too.”

“The gargoyles?” Sternberg’s expression changed. He seemed to draw into himself for an instant. The light from the window imbued his face with a crimson cast, distorting his features and endowing his eyes with an almost sinister look. “They are unique in that regard. From the moment of their creation, the public has embraced them. Whatever else might have changed in six hundred years, that has not.

“To this day, the people are enamoured by them. Whenever we have visitors from out of town, they invariably ask about the gargoyles. There are more accomplished works of art, certainly—many of them. But few the public find so endearing. To be frank, I sometimes wish they were rather less well-regarded. There are days I feel myself to be nothing more than a curator in a museum. But I soon get over it. We are really quite fortunate to possess such pieces.”

If this statement sounded less than sincere, Rathman could hardly hold it against Sternberg. It must be frustrating to be accosted by people whose only interest in the church was the gargoyles.

“When we spoke, detective, you mentioned a girl. If I understand right, she disappeared under suspicious circumstances?”

“Yes. Elena Rusanov, a Bulgarian émigré residing in Germany under a temporary work visa. Several days ago, her apartment was broken into. She hasn’t been seen since. Her family, as you might expect, are frantic with worry.”

“Of course. I don’t recognise the name, I’m afraid. The Romany community is a close-knit group and tends to associate only with each other. I don’t know that I can be of much assistance.”

“That would depend.” Rathman measured Sternberg with his eyes. “It is possible that you could render very considerable help. But first, I ought to inform you: I’m not the only detective assigned to this case—or even the principal one. I’ve been retained as a consultant. You might have reservations about assisting someone who enjoys no official standing?”

“If it would help in locating the girl or discovering what has befallen her, that assumes precedence over everything else. I’m hardly one to stand upon ceremony.”

“You may feel differently once I’ve explained my methodology.” Rathman shifted on his feet, tugged at one earlobe. “The official investigation, the public one, has been bogged down. To date, they’ve come up with exactly nothing. What few leads they had, they’ve exhausted. They’re desperate now, hoping to catch a break. And the odds of that happening grow slimmer by the day. That’s why I was called in.

“As I said, my methods are unorthodox. But I’ve compiled a solid record of success despite that. If you are willing to work with me—and that entails taking a few things on faith—we might be able to accomplish something.”

“Faith I can do.” Father Sternberg smiled.

“There is evidence, admittedly circumstantial, linking our crime scene to the church.” Rathman began to speak more rapidly, eager to clear this hurdle in a single leap. “Our perpetrator, whoever he may be, possibly attends Mass here—or has been to confession. It might be that he visits a grave in the cemetery outside. Any or all of these things.”

“A parishioner? You suspect one of our parishioners?” Sternberg’s smile faded.

“I suspect no one, Father.” Rathman paused again. “Or perhaps, it would be fairer to say that I suspect everyone. It is an occupational hazard, I’m afraid. But if I follow the evidence—and I am obliged to do so—it leads me here, to this house of worship.”

“What evidence? Specifically.”

Rathman took a deep breath. He was on shaky ground here, and no amount of bluster could conceal that fact. “I read and interpret stone, as others read and interpret old manuscripts. It is a gift I inherited from my grandfather. He was a mason, and after the War, he helped in the restoration of churches and cathedrals destroyed by the Allied bombing campaigns. It was a labour of love, and the men engaged in it were driven by a passion for getting every detail just right. That translated into a knowledge of stone that few, before or since, have ever been granted. The grain of the stone, the set, the feel, all communicate something.

“Stone permits me to eavesdrop upon its dialogue. It reveals itself in a thousand different ways, ways to which others are oblivious. It is an imperfect form of communication, to be sure. But for those who know how to listen, for those whose mind and ear are receptive, it offers a glimpse of a larger world. I have used this talent to augment my police training, and it has proved surprisingly effective as an investigative tool.”

Sternberg’s expression was grave. The concept of an inner dialogue was one with which he was familiar. There were those who were called to serve God and had no choice but to respond. It was a difficult concept to explain to others, however. But that it was real, that it existed, there could be no doubt.

“What would you have, then? Speak plainly.”

“A night in the church. I will need free reign of the building. No restrictions. I must be at liberty to investigate matters after my own fashion.” Rathman paused, wet his lips with his tongue. “Granted that, this is a matter quickly disposed of. At the very least, I will lay to rest one theory of the crime. If I am wrong, I will freely own it. I will go my way and bother you no more.”

“If you are wrong? I am relieved you entertain that as a possible outcome. To someone who does not share your talent for interpreting stone, your premise sounds, to say the least, far-fetched.”

“Believe me, Father,” Rathman smiled, resigned, “I cannot but be aware of it. I’m in the habit of catching criticism from all quarters. The police are reluctant even to acknowledge knowing me and advertise the connection as little as possible. The public, understandably, is not prepared to accept such a forensic technique as valid. To say that I operate in the shadows would hardly suffice. Rather, it would be more accurate to declare that I exist in the shadows.”

“You have engaged my sympathies.” Sternberg laid a hand on Rathman’s shoulder. “You have thrown in with the angels. They, too, exist in the shadows. As you would impose upon us for but a single night, I hardly see how I can refuse. My only stipulation would be that you conduct your investigation with discretion.”

“You have my word on that, Father. No one, outside of yourself and my superiors, ever need know the details. Having said that, I will need to examine your gargoyles. It would be a great help were I to be permitted to touch them.”

“Do you mean to tell me that they fall under your umbrella of suspicion, as well? You consider them suspects?” Sternberg’s tone was light, but the expression on his face belied this. His eyes contained a spark of… what? Resentment? Or some emotion more potent still—anger? “They have been in existence for very nearly six hundred years and have, to the best of my knowledge, never once been the object of a criminal investigation.” Sternberg adjusted the collar of his cassock. “But I take your point: you wish to be thorough.

“Still, I cannot allow you to roam the church on your own. You will need to be attended by our sexton. He has keys and will accompany you and serve as a guide. He is better suited to the task than myself. There is nothing that he does not know about the church. The gargoyles are a particular concern of his—almost a hobby, I should say. He is very solicitous of their well-being.” Sternberg smiled at this, a private smile whose meaning eluded interpretation.

A noise of boots crossing the flagstones interrupted Sternberg. “Ah, Stephan, I was just speaking of you.”

Turning, Rathman beheld a figure who appeared a veritable carbon copy of the priest: the same dark hair, the same dark eyes, the identical vulpine cast to his features. The resemblance was so exact that, for an instant, Rathman was compelled to wonder whether he was not seeing double.

“This is Detective Rathman. He has requested permission to spend the night in the church. I have agreed on condition that you accompany him. He is part of a police investigation looking into the disappearance of a local Romany girl.”

Rathman shook hands with the sexton. On closer examination, the resemblance between him and Father Sternberg was not so exact as Rathman had thought. The differences were subtle but marked.

The sexton’s features were harder, bore a more resolute and determined stamp. His manner was less welcoming. He made no effort, as had Father Sternberg, to ingratiate himself, did not pretend to a friendliness he did not feel. His eyes harboured some distant bank of storm clouds, hinting at, if not a secret life, one which he was well content not to share with others. His hand was calloused, the hand of a man accustomed to physical work.

“You may have noticed a certain resemblance.” Sternberg was at pains to explain away the obvious. “I have difficulty seeing it myself. But I am assured that it exists. Stephan is my half-brother.”

Half-brother? Rathman looked from one man to the other. Given the resemblance, the statement came across very much as a half-truth. Perhaps there was something in the family history that necessitated such an evasion. But it seemed indisputable that the two men, however different in temperament and outlook, were twins.

“I’m finished in the cemetery.” Stephan’s voice was half an octave lower than his brother’s. “The plot is all prepared for tomorrow. I’m informed that the interment is scheduled for eleven AM. It’s a pity that the deceased”—Stephan made a curious motion with one hand—“could not have held out a few days longer. He might have lucked into better weather.”

“Enough!” Sternberg’s tone was sharp. “Mind your tongue! I’ve warned you before. Put the equipment away and clean your boots. I’ll not have you tracking mud through the church.”

Stephan gave his brother a coolly dispassionate look. He turned and stared at Rathman a long moment.

“A Roma girl?” he commented at last, and the way that he pronounced the word ‘Roma’ held a world of contempt. “I should have thought that the police would have had more pressing cases to investigate. At least the authorities had the good sense to assign their most junior detective. No point in wasting resources.” Stephan offered an odd half-smile, indicating that he spoke only partly in earnest. Then he turned and was gone, leaving a trail of mud in his wake.

“You must forgive Stephan.” Sternberg stared after his brother’s departing back. “He sometimes speaks without thinking, conveying offence without meaning to do so. But he has a good heart, for all that he sometimes seeks to conceal it.”

Rathman offered a noncommittal shrug. The sexton might be many things, he reflected. One thing he was not, however—and of this Rathman was quite certain—was a man with a good heart.

“I agreed to this only because Max asked that I do so, you understand?” Stephan made it plain that he considered Rathman’s presence a nuisance. “This is not the proper place for an investigation. And I care nothing about any Roma girl. Whether you find her alive or dead matters not a whit to me.”

“That’s odd.” Rathman could not hold his tongue in the face of such provocation. “I was under the impression that ‘dead’ would suit you better.”

Sternberg frowned. His eyes narrowed and he seemed to hesitate a long moment. Then he removed a key ring from his belt and began to sort through a selection of keys. There were dozens of them, of every variety and shape. It seemed impossible that there should be so many locks throughout the church.

“Ah! Here it is.” Sternberg selected an ornate brass key, fitted it into the lock, and pushed open the door.

The air that spilt out of the bell tower was laced with the scent of stone dust. An aura of brooding anticipation seemed to well up out of the darkness.

“The tower isn’t open to the public.” Sternberg offered Rathman a solemn look. “Apart from myself and my brother, no one has entered here in years. The last person to do so was, or claimed to be, writing an account of the life of Heinrich Heider. That was five or six years ago. Soon after, he was killed in an automobile accident. You may have read about it in the newspaper?” Sternberg directed a look of inquiry at Rathman.

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“His wife and child died instantly.” Sternberg’s expression was difficult to interpret. “The writer—if, in fact, that was what he was—was rushed to the hospital. He remained on life support for close to a month, slipping in and out of consciousness. When awake, he began babbling all sorts of nonsense, denouncing the Church, levelling accusations. The doctors set it down to head trauma. The publishing concern bankrolling him wasn’t so sure. But, in the event, he died—and the accusations died along with him. There never was any book.”

Sternberg appeared pleased at this outcome, gave every indication of believing that the author had gotten what he deserved. He smiled and gestured for Rathman to precede him.

Entering the tower, Rathman was aware of a claustrophobic sense of confinement. The mass of stone seemed to bear down on him with actual physical force. Overhead, a pale wash of light provided sufficient illumination to reveal a set of wooden steps ascending to the top.

“It’s sixty-six meters to the platform, give or take.” Sternberg rested one hand on the railing. “Unfortunately, the stairs, sound, to begin with, are no longer so. Pray bear that in mind.” Sternberg started up the steps, appeared not to care whether Rathman followed or not.

Rathman tested the bottom rung then ascended the stairs slowly, making a point of not looking down. An empty black vault lay at his feet. The gloom and chill of the tower added to Rathman’s uneasiness, and a growing sense of vertigo assaulted him the higher he climbed.

When, at last, he clambered out onto the platform, Rathman was rewarded with a view over dozens of city blocks. The bell tower was easily the highest point in the neighbourhood. The sun had just slipped below the horizon, but the light lingered still, imposing a rare tranquillity over the scene, an interlude of hushed quietude before the onset of night.

“I didn’t realise that the tower was this high. From the ground, it does not appear so imposing.”

“No.” Sternberg flashed his teeth. “The church is deceptive in more ways than you might imagine. There are times I swear its dimensions seem to fluctuate according to the light. You would think I would be immune to such illusions. But I freely confess I am not.” Sternberg stepped closer, his manner suddenly urgent, almost threatening.

“Max informed me that you claim some special insight regarding stone. If, indeed, you possess such a talent, perhaps you can offer some explanation as to why the scale of the building appears to fluctuate so?”

“Your brother was too generous. My insight, I’m afraid, is not without limits. I only know that some events defy logical analysis—are, by their very nature, unfathomable.”

Sternberg nodded. The look in his eyes indicated that this was a sentiment he shared, one he had come to through a long process of study and reflection. Some of his hostility seemed to bleed away into the gathering dusk. Or perhaps this, too, was only an illusion of the light.

“As you can see, four gargoyles adorn the bell tower, one at each of the corners. It is believed—a theory I myself do not subscribe to—that they were the last to be carved. You will have to form your own opinion as to that.

“The others reside along the roof line. Getting near them entails traversing the roof. The pitch and the slate tiles make for an interesting challenge. I have done it. But it is not a venture that I would recommend to others.”

Rathman stepped to the balustrade and examined the gargoyle at the westernmost corner: a mournful face, long in the jowls, pinched mouth, morose eyes, full of misplaced self-regard. It was a wonderfully well-executed caricature, easily recognisable as a figure one might encounter in the street on a rainy day—or, for that matter, in the mirror after a particularly awful night. The appeal of the figure rested in its utter naturalness and believability.

Heider’s technique defied easy categorisation. It seemed simple, uncluttered, almost effortless. But his works betrayed an underlying insight and depth, a penetrating wit, which endowed the best of them with a touch of genius. Even in this one brief glimpse, Rathman could recognise why Heider’s work enjoyed such popular appeal—and why this popularity endured through the centuries.

“Remarkable. I’ve never seen anything quite like it.” At the opposite corner resided a gargoyle sporting a goat’s hindquarters and hooves, along with a human torso. The figure had a sly, lecherous cast to its features. It presented an astonishingly vivid and life-like appearance. How Heider had captured such nuance in stone was, again, impossible to pinpoint. The merest tilting of the eyes enabled Heider to convey a range of emotions that lesser artists, even in mediums easier to work with than stone, failed at. It was an intangible quality, inborn. A lifetime of study would be insufficient to recreate it.

Rathman gripped the balustrade, leaned out into empty space. He laid a hand on the flute the gargoyle clutched, detected a wild, urgent melody only waiting to burst forth. Within the stone coursed a raw flood of passion, the heady anticipation of seduction and conquest.

“There are nights, I swear to you, when I can hear the sound of the flute from down below.” Sternberg almost seemed to be reading Rathman’s thoughts. “Never when anyone is about, mind. Late, when the moon is riding high up in the heavens, that is the time to listen. The sound resonates through the whole body of the church, like the organ playing at its lowest registers. The longer I listen, the more impassioned it grows. But if I run to the tower and attempt to peer up, silence will descend on the instant.” Sternberg paused, tilting his head to one side.

“It is not a fit tune for a church, that I can tell you. It speaks to passions other than those of devotion. In all candour, I was near to being beside myself on several occasions.” Sternberg fixed his eyes on Rathman. “Pan is to be taken in small doses only. That would be my advice to you.”

Rathman leaned over the balustrade. Pan’s eyes looked simultaneously at him and beyond him, lending the gargoyle an appearance both forthright and deceptive, a trickster who must be closely monitored always.

“Has your brother ever heard the flute?”

“My brother?” Sternberg gave an emphatic shake of his head. “I should hardly think so. He has mastered those passions of which we speak. The flute could no more communicate with him than with the ivy clinging to the walls. The music must find a receptive audience. You would serve very well, I should think.” This was said in a tone, and accompanied by an expression, that was alike disagreeable.

“Perhaps Pan will favour me with a tune, then.” Rathman ignored the insinuation.

“Perhaps he shall. A kindred spirit is much to Pan’s liking. If you are adept at reading stone, as you claim, Pan is no less so at reading flesh. In fact, I should reckon the advantage greatly in his favour in that regard.”

It was an intriguing way of looking at the matter. Until that moment, Rathman had always believed that his talent for reading stone operated in one direction only. He had never considered the possibility that stone, in turn, might be able to decipher the rhythms and motivations of flesh.

Had Heider been able to confer such an ability upon his creations, to invest them with an awareness and understanding of living matter? If so, that might go a long way toward explaining their appeal, their ability to capture and hold the affection of the public over the centuries. But no mere sculptor and artist, however talented, could confer such an awareness, surely. It would require powers of a higher order still.

“Your brother, then, has no inkling that the gargoyles possess special powers? He regards them as ornaments only, fit solely to amuse a curious public?”

“Nothing of the sort! I said no such thing. Max has devoted his life to the church and could not but perceive that all is not as it should be. He prefers to contain and manage the problem, however, and so deflect scandal from the diocese. It is a minor aberration, he believes. With proper supervision and care, it will amount to nothing more.

“Max is not kindred to any of the gargoyles, you see, shares none of their follies and vices. He is immune to their blandishments. Another man, less virtuous and devout, might more readily discern the gargoyles’ true nature and intent—and approach them accordingly.”

“Are you telling me that you know what they’re up to? If so, now is the time to speak, man!”

Sternberg’s expression was pinched. “I have studied them, it is true, have observed them from the time I was a young man. But that is not to say that I know them. I am fond of my charges, as I consider them, and wish them only the best. But I do not inquire too closely into their business. I am cautious where caution is called for. As you should be if you reckon your life of any value.”

What was Rathman to make of this? Sternberg spoke of the gargoyles as if they were living entities endowed with the ability to think and feel and act. He credited them with an almost human intelligence—and with more than human malignancy. Did he believe what he was saying? Or was he playing at some deeper game, attempting to deflect attention and divert it elsewhere?

“Tell me.” Rathman lowered his voice as if fearful of being overheard. “What do you make of the fact that there are only eleven gargoyles?”

The question seemed to take Sternberg by surprise. Plainly, he had been anticipating a different line of inquiry. He hesitated a long moment before attempting to answer.

“I make nothing of it.” Sternberg’s tone was as flat as were his eyes. “Suppose that there had been nine. It is a safe bet that someone would have come along and insisted that, originally, there had been ten. One must be missing! That is how fools entertain themselves. They must have a little mystery and intrigue in their lives. If none exists ready to hand, they will go out and manufacture some.”

“Ordinarily, I would agree with you. Speculation about this missing gargoyle, however, has abounded for almost six hundred years. That lends the tale a certain authority.”

But Sternberg was having none of it. “I know nothing about such rumours. I can only tell you what I see with my own eyes: eleven gargoyles—eleven and no more. If there is a twelfth, no one has ever found it.” Sternberg cast a long look to the north, as if striving to penetrate the gathering dusk. “Many have looked. Every one of them eventually conceded defeat. You will fare no better.”

Rathman followed Sternberg’s line of sight. At the far end of the roof, set by itself, a lone gargoyle surveyed the cityscape with blind stone eyes. “Surely, that is the least accessible of all of the gargoyles—and the least seen. Even the birds, I should think, would hesitate to roost in such a spot. Don’t you find its placement odd?”

“Not at all.” For the first time, Sternberg betrayed signs of nervousness.

“And yet—it appears isolated from the others. Were there a twelfth gargoyle, it would be positioned so as to balance this one. I cannot be the only person to remark upon this, surely?”

“You speak of balance; how can you be certain that the architects were striving after such an effect?” Sternberg sounded impatient, as though Rathman had failed to grasp something he had said before—or had failed to recognise the significance of something he had left unsaid. “They approached the world from a perspective different than your own. Their faith was not something they put on once a week then cast aside as one would a cloak. It is presumption on your part to imagine that you understand such men or are fit to judge them.”

It was an unexpected outburst—and from an unexpected source. The words, the sentiment, had better suited his brother, the priest. Or perhaps Rathman had misread one of the men—or both.

“This solitary gargoyle, sexton.” Rathman gestured with one hand. “How are you in the habit of identifying it?”

Starlight appeared to infuse Sternberg’s eyes. His pupils glittered. “Leave it be, detective. I’m warning you. She’ll have no truck with the likes of you. Tempt fate and, mark my words, you will have ample cause to regret it.” Sternberg turned and disappeared down the well of the tower, not waiting for a response. But Rathman was scarcely aware of his going. She—Sternberg had referred to the gargoyle as ‘she’! It was the only one of Heider’s creations that Rathman had heard labelled a female.

With the coming of night, the church took on a wholly different look and feel. Light no longer streamed through the windows. The imagery of the stained glass was swallowed and obliterated. The stone columns and the vault overhead resembled their Romanesque forerunners: massive, weighty, and ponderous. Shadow truncated shape and dimension, lending the structure a feeling of incompleteness.

Sternberg lit a series of tapers, but these seemed only to accentuate the darkness, to emphasise its authority and dominance.

“You need not stand vigil with me, sexton.” Sternberg had retreated into a sullen silence, sitting in a front-row pew, arms crossed and a frown upon his face. “By all means, catch some sleep. Were I in your position, I should not hesitate to do so.”

Sternberg’s frown deepened. “You do not realise what you have gotten yourself into, Herr Detective. You mean well, I shouldn’t be inclined to dispute that. But you are out of your depth. The forces arrayed against you are more formidable than you imagine.”

“Indeed!” Rathman was taken aback by this assertion.

“Of course, my principal concern is for the well-being of the Church.” Sternberg sought to disassociate himself from any altruistic impulse. “But it may happen that I shall be of some service to you tonight, as well. Always, provided”—Sternberg flashed his teeth—“that the two objectives do not come into conflict.”

“I am glad that you have my back, sexton. Even under such conditional terms as these. But let us hope that we are neither of us put to the test.” Rathman had no sooner spoken these words than a sharp, piping trill echoed through the interior of the church. Rathman’s eyes widened in surprise. He stalked over to the church organ.

“You are looking in the wrong place, detective.” Again, Sternberg flashed his teeth. “You are following a false clue.”

The notes came again, swelling in volume and authority. Rathman flicked a look upwards. Was it possible… Could it be that the music was originating in the bell tower above?

“Did I not tell you: Pan is a rare one with his flute, forever disclosing some new facet of his character. One might spend a lifetime studying him and only just begin to scratch the surface.”

Rathman inclined his head, listening. Surely no flute could produce such a sound. And yet—were the flute made of stone, were the player a being such as populated the realm of myth, who was to say what music such a combination might not produce?

“You said that Pan was partial to melodies designed to fan the flames of passion. This is nothing like that!”

“Pan is no mere creature of habit. He plays as the spirit moves him. Should he be in a playful mood, his music will reflect that. Should his spirits be disturbed or depressed, his playing will reflect that, too.”

“Then he is in a black mood, indeed!” Rathman paused a long moment, listening. “Fretful and anxious. And, unless I am mistaken, scared.”

“Well, and why not? Were he a creature of stone, you would expect nothing of him. Were he more than stone—as both you and I know him to be—then his range of emotion, as with the scale of his music, potentially exceeds our own. You say that he is scared. I would suggest that apprehensive is nearer to the mark.”

“Apprehensive?” Listening to the music, Rathman was suddenly certain that this was so. The notes foreshadowed some event only now in the process of unfolding. “Why so? You said yourself that you are not inclined to interfere in their affairs.”

“I assure you, it has nothing to do with us. However large we loom in our own minds, we are, in fact, quite small and insignificant. But stop and consider this: the essential function of all living matter is to reproduce, to perpetuate itself, is it not? Should stone adopt the trappings of life, why would it not answer to a similar imperative?”

Rathman frowned, waved one hand in an emphatic gesture of dismissal. “What are you saying, sexton? Only a madman would talk so.”

“Perhaps. But there is method to my madness. Assume a gestation period for stone of something in the order of a hundred years. Give or take.” Sternberg rubbed the side of his nose with one finger. “Were you to extend your investigation to incorporate such a time frame, every hundred years, you might discover a similar pattern repeating itself.”

Hearing his own thoughts put into words—thoughts he had shared with no one, which he hardly dared express even to himself—rocked Rathman. Such a pattern existed, unmistakably. It had gone unnoticed and unremarked for the simple reason that a hundred years lay outside the scope of a single human life. Crimes separated by such a span were assumed, ipso facto, to be unconnected. But adopt a more expansive time frame and the connection became immediate and obvious, the implications sinister in the extreme.

“Tell me, detective, this Roma girl who disappeared, this rootless wanderer whom no one will miss or mourn, is it not a fact that she was pregnant at the time she vanished?”

Rathman clutched at his head. How had he overlooked something so obvious?! Stone, to ease the trauma of giving birth, needed to ingest human female hormones. That alone could render the process possible. To this end, the Roma girl had been sacrificed, as had other nameless victims down the course of the centuries. “She must be stopped!” Rathman cried, his voice scarcely recognisable as his own.

“Must she?” Sternberg’s expression was quizzical. “Tell me why.” Rathman could only stare off into empty space, unable to formulate an answer. And then he was running through the church, heedless of everything, praying that he was not too late.

He flung open the door to the bell tower. A long, plaintive note filtered down from above, almost a note of interrogation. Then silence fell. Rathman ascended the steps two at a time, not knowing what he might find or, finding it, what he might do in response.

He stumbled out onto the platform, sweating profusely. A great mass of cloud had built up in the sky overhead, backlit by flashes of lightning. The air was close and oppressive, still with anticipation.

Where was the rain, Rathman wondered? Why had the storm, so manifest in the feel and texture of the air, not yet broken? Lightning flickered across the sky, shadow seeming to spring out of nowhere, then subsiding back into the night again.

Rathman caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of one eye, stared hard into the night. The shifting shadows provided the illusion of movement, but was there more to it than that? Rathman grasped the balustrade, leaned out into empty space, needing to know for certain.

The next flicker of lightning revealed not something which was there but something which was not. At the far end of the roof, where the lone gargoyle had perched, was only empty space. Gargoyles did not, to the best of Rathman’s knowledge, engage in secret assignations in the middle of the night. Or, at least, they were not supposed to.

Rathman climbed over the balustrade, lowered himself onto the roof. It was not something he would ever have done had he stopped to think about it. But the time for thinking was past. It was imperative that Rathman act.

He clambered along the peak, crab-like. The lightning cast elongated shadows across the roof, confusing and distracting him. One false step, one broken slate, would send him plunging to his death.

At the far end, he discovered no trace of the gargoyle. He did, however, detect a grainy grey residue identical to that found at the scene of the Romany girl’s disappearance. It was as though stone exfoliated in the same manner as human skin, shedding the accretion and accumulation of past decades of inactivity. Here was tangible proof that Rathman was on the right trail.

A flash of lightning threw everything into sudden sharp relief. A metal spike jutted up mere feet away. Rathman stared at it a long moment, unnerved. Then he realised that it was designed to draw off and disperse the force of a lightning strike.

Rathman was aware, as never before, of the violent forces at play in the atmosphere around him. The world had shed its benign appearance and assumed, in its stead, a wild and unpredictable guise. The rulebook had been tossed, and any manner of mischief, any treachery or violence, seemed possible.

Suddenly, a high-pitched screeching sound shattered the night, encapsulating agony of a most piercing and intimate kind. It shook Rathman to the core. He wanted to turn and flee, to run until he was forever beyond its range and reach. Instead, he grasped the lightning rod with both hands, clinging to it as to a lifeline, and leaned out into empty space.

Beneath him lay a sheltered alcove. There, nestled in a makeshift bed of dried leaves and straw, was the missing gargoyle. Its eyes were squeezed shut, and by its side, the umbilical cord still attached and intact, only just come into the world, was the newborn cub.

Goosebumps coursed down Rathman’s spine. The newborn’s features betrayed a singular viciousness, the crown of its skull naked but for a pair of budding horns. The paws sported hooked claws. A row of bony plates adorned its abdomen and flanks. Rathman did not know whether to feel appalled or elated. Beyond any shadow of a doubt, beyond all question or conjecture, here was the twelfth gargoyle, endlessly sought these many centuries past.

The mother’s eyes snapped open. They burned with pure, unbridled fury. No lioness, seeing its cub threatened, could present a fiercer image. Rathman went rigid. Sternberg had warned him to steer clear of the gargoyle. Now, Rathman was about to pay the price for ignoring that advice.

The mother gnawed through the umbilical cord, severing it. She rose on her hind legs. Rathman could see the lightning reflected in her pupils, as sinister and menacing a sight as he had ever witnessed.

Rathman lunged backwards. The lightning rod bent and broke under his weight. He seized it and held it out in front of him, backing along the roof, not knowing where the gargoyle would emerge.

Lightning lit up the heavens. For a brief incandescent instant, the entire city stood out in sharp relief. Then shadow descended like a curtain. Fat drops of rain began to fall. The storm, so long in the offing, had broken at last.

The gargoyle clambered up onto the roof, moving with the surefootedness of a cat. Its fangs were bared. Rathman swung the spike through the air, the point seeming to glitter with a pale halo of fire. He backed away, feeling each slate with his feet to gauge whether it would bear his weight.

The rain began to accelerate, the tiles growing slicker. Rathman slipped, dropping to one knee. The gargoyle lunged, claws shredding the sleeve of Rathman’s shirt, laying open his bicep almost to the bone. He stabbed at the creature’s face with the spike and retreated.

Again, the gargoyle sprang at him. Rathman fended off the blow, took a step back, took another, and felt the slate crack and give way beneath him. He slid down the incline. Only at the last instant did he remember the spike, driving it into a gap between the slates. He hung fast, mere feet from the edge.

A hissing noise assaulted his ears. Raising his face, Rathman saw Death poised in front of him. The gargoyle’s eyes radiated pale fire. Then—as in a dream—the sound of the bell tolling in the tower above, clamorous, urgent, deep, and authoritative.

“Off with you, she-devil!” a ragged voice called. Through the rain, Rathman could make out Sternberg standing in the tower above. “Your foul loins shall work no more mischief this night!”

The gargoyle swatted at the air with one paw, hissing its contempt. What could these paltry creatures of flesh and bone do that might harm stone? Even to Rathman’s ears, Sternberg’s words sounded hollow and without force.

A projectile whistled overhead. Another followed. The gargoyles adorning the bell tower, watchmen of the city’s safety, had shaken off their slumber and come to life. They were ripping tiles from the roof, flinging them through the air with deadly force and accuracy. The projectiles shattered against the she-gargoyle’s upraised arms, splinters of slate scattering everywhere. The hail of tiles drove the gargoyle back.

Sternberg cast a rope down to Rathman. Slowly, painfully, Rathman hauled himself up the steep pitch of the roof. When he reached the bell tower, Sternberg grabbed his shirtfront and lifted him over the balustrade like a drowned kitten.

“You look like death,” he commented grimly and without any great show of concern.

Rathman held aloft the spike, which he still clutched in one hand. The point glittered with a ghostly halo of light, the light waxing more intense the higher he held it: St Elmo’s fire.

“Correction.” Rathman wiped blood from the back of his hand and grinned into the lashing rain. “I am Death.” He flung the spike in an arching overhand movement, using all of the strength he had left. It inscribed a ribbon of light through the air, the energy of the storm coalescing in its wake. The projectile struck and penetrated the she-gargoyle, drawing a bolt of lightning after it. Several thousand volts were discharged in an instant. The gargoyle disintegrated into tiny fragments of stone.

Thunder rumbled across the heavens. Darkness descended like a shroud, as though never intending to relinquish its grip.

Rathman blinked, tried to shake the cobwebs out of his head. The scent of antiseptic was strong in his nostrils. He struggled to sit up. Father Sternberg, standing at his bedside, moved to assist him, arranging the pillows at Rathman’s back. He set a glass vase on the table.

“Roses?” Rathman tried to sound hard and cynical but lacked the energy to carry it off.

“Only the one, I’m afraid.” Sternberg smiled. “It’s all that I could afford.”

“Well, thanks.” Rathman lifted his good arm, the one not secured in a sling, in a gesture of appreciation.

“How do you feel?”

“Not so bad.” Rathman closed his eyes a long moment. “The doctor tells me I’m already on the mend. I should be discharged in a day or two.”

“Good. That’s good. Stephan informs me that, were it not for you, we might have lost more than just the one gargoyle.”

Rathman’s eyes opened wide. “He told you that?”

“The two of you ought never to have gone up into the bell tower. That was a savage storm. I consider it fortunate that the damage wasn’t worse.” Sternberg paused. “Remarkable how targeted the destruction was. Just the one gargoyle? You might have thought that a lightning strike would have left other traces. Only, there are none.”

“Yes.” Rathman leaned back into the pillows, allowing the sedation to distance him from Sternberg’s probing eyes. “Lightning is strange like that. There’s no accounting for who or what it strikes. Had he been there, even Heider could have done little to protect his creation.” Rathman wasn’t about to try and explain what had really happened. “Consider it an act of God, if you like.”

“Funny.” Sternberg tilted his head at an angle. “Stephan said the exact same thing. Only, when he said it, I was quite certain that he meant precisely that: an act of God.”

“I have no quarrel with that, Father. And no basis for saying otherwise.” Rathman’s arm ached. His head throbbed. It hurt him just to lie there. He felt sleep closing back over him and wasn’t inclined to fight it. “It was a good outcome, I do know that. Perhaps we ought just to be thankful and leave it at that.”

A nurse stepped into the room, signalling Sternberg that it was time for him to leave. Sternberg hesitated, hovering over Rathman’s bed.

“Your investigation?” he inquired, pitching his voice low. “I can consider it finished?”

Rathman cocked open one eye. “Consider it shelved. The file will remain open, but only as a matter of form. There isn’t anything more we can hope to accomplish at this juncture. Go back to your church, Father. Shepherd your congregation well. Until another hundred years rolls around, I don’t think you need to be too concerned about anything.”

Rathman pulled the covers up, snuggling into the bedclothes. “Speaking strictly for myself, I’m glad I won’t be around then. It’s not an experience I should care to repeat. Next time, if there is a next time, things might not turn out half so well.”
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“…the bones of some huge and strange monster, obviously a dragon, were dug up in Iona—proof, it was felt, that the Sea-gods sacrificed creatures here that man never knew.”

— The Inner Hebrides and Their Legends, Otta F. Swire
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Translation of Iona manuscript fragment ‘A’.

I never met a cat the like of Eby. Always she is under my feet. Padding ink across my parchments. Knocking my candle from its place on the table. Biting at my goose feather pen. Her eyes are sharp. Her claws cut throats. The mice that nibble my pages whisper her name with fear.

She is deadly, none deadlier. But she has not done murder this night. I write these words and look upon my fingers and see blood.

At midnight I took up a carpenter’s hammer. Splintered the Prior’s skull. Blood and brains spilt across the scriptorium floor.

And the mouser, Eby, sits upon his dead body, purring. Licking gore from his face. Gnawing on dead eyes.

I never thought to scratch a confession with pen and ink. But I will make no other. I will share my sins with this paper and Eby and God. My deeds will keep secret from the Abbot and the others. The burden falls on me alone.

I have committed a mortal sin, yet I am content that it was the Lord’s bidding.

The brethren believe Iona is a Holy Isle, the Island of Angels. Burial place of kings. They tread in the footsteps of the Blessed Saint Columbkille. But in this most sacred of places walk deathly and terrible things. I never thought to see their like with my waking eyes.

Letter from Miss Norah Elphinstone to J. W. Brodie-Innes, 17 November 1896

Mr John William Brodie-Innes

Theosophical Society

28 Great King Street

Edinburgh

Miss Norah Elphinstone

47 Mayfield Gardens

Edinburgh

17th November 1896

Sir,

I hope you will forgive me for writing to you quite unexpectedly. We met once at a gathering in the home of Phoebe Anna Traquair. You were much taken by her latest painting and will likely have forgotten our introduction.

I have no doubt you will lately have read my mother’s obituary in the pages of The Scotsman.

She seldom spoke of her esoteric interests, but as I made account of her belongings, I discovered a compartment hidden in her writing desk. There, I found a collection of handwritten papers, an inscribed edition of Madame Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled, a scrapbook of manuscript fragments, a small set of print publications, and your letters.

I am attempting to make translations of the medieval manuscript pages. Some fragments are Latin and easily translated, but others are in an archaic form of Scots Gaelic. It appears that most of the parchments were written by the scribes of Iona Abbey. I am by no means an expert in Gaelic translation and admit to having trouble deciphering some lines of text.

My mother left a codicil to her will and testament, asking that her body be returned to her birthplace, the Isle of Iona. I intend to accompany her body to the island to see her last wish carried out. While there, I will seek help to translate the remainder of the medieval fragments.

I am afraid I have done you the discourtesy of reading your letters to my mother. You speak of a lost book of necromancy. Mentions of this grimoire fill her private papers.

She believed the Occulta Mortuorum lies hidden, buried somewhere on Iona, waiting to be unearthed.

Cordially,

Miss N. Elphinstone

Email dated 21 October, 23:09

Robin Aitken wrote

To | Professor Harry MacKinnon

Cc |

Harry,

I know what you’re going to say…

You’re not wrong. I’m supposed to be getting my arse in gear and writing my thesis… but… I was in the library, kind of ignoring my PhD, leafing through Dr. Martin Shaw’s monograph, The Fin-de-Siècle Scottish Revival: Romance, Decadence and Celtic Identity, as you do, and it led me without warning from Phoebe Traquair to Brodie-Innes and Amen Ra.

Yes, it’s a wee bit of a tangent from Phoebe Anna Traquair, the Celtic Revival, and the Arts and Crafts Movement to esoteric secret societies in Victorian Scotland and early medieval folklore and necromancy on Iona…

But… there’s a white rabbit with a waistcoat and a pocket watch, and I’ve got to follow it down the rabbit hole and see where it ends up.

Whoever this Norah Elphinstone is, she knew Phoebe Anna Traquair well enough to rock up to a party at her place, and she was corresponding with Brodie-Innes. If I can find more connections between these two, it might lead me to all kinds of new and shiny things that haven’t seen the light of day before.

By 1896, Phoebe Anna Traquair had already completed the murals in the Mortuary Chapel of the Royal Hospital for Sick Children and the song school murals at St Mary’s Cathedral. She was neck-deep, painting angels in Mansfield Place.

I know that Phoebe ended up close to Patrick Geddes, John Duncan and Jessie M. King. They designed the Scottish National Exhibition Pageant together in 1908. Jessie M. King performed in the pageant as the Angel of the Holy Graal. Traquair made her own Holy Grail pendant in enamel and copper.

John Duncan was a leading artist of the Celtic Revival. He contributed art to The Evergreen, created the Witch’s Well, painted the Riders of the Sidhe, the murals in Ramsey Gardens, and he married a grail maiden from the Chalice Well in Glastonbury! John Duncan and his wife were card-carrying Theosophists at Great King Street, while Brodie-Innes was the President of the Scottish Lodge of the Theosophical Society.

Not forgetting that John Duncan was on Iona when he said he first heard fairy music and voices of ‘na sìthichean’.

And John William Brodie-Innes?

When he wasn’t leading the Theosophical Society in Scotland, Brodie-Innes was a friend of Samuel Liddell MacGregor Mathers. He joined the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in 1890 and founded the G.D. Amen-Ra Temple in Edinburgh before he got involved in Stella Matutina and the Alpha and Omega.

And bang in the middle of all this, we’ve got innocent little Norah Elphinstone taking her dead mother back to be buried on Iona and talking about the lost book Occulta Mortuorum, the Secrets of Dead Things.

I’ve tracked down Norah Elphinstone’s journal, and I’m hoping to piece the story together.

R.

Robin Aitken | PhD student

School of Scottish Folklore

University of Edinburgh

29 George Square

Edinburgh EH8 9LD

Journal of Norah Elphinstone, 1896

Saturday 21st November

My mother was afraid at the end.

She began her last day smiling and telling me about making Cranachan. Raspberries picked in July. A dollop of cream. Oats and whisky. By late afternoon, she was clawing at my arm, fearing resurrection men would dig up her corpse.

My grandmother kept telling me about Burke and Hare when I was young. Body snatchers lurked down every wynd and close off the Royal Mile. With the dead thieved from their graves to sell to the anatomists. Wicked doctors wanted nothing more than to cut up the bodies of disobedient children in their anatomy theatres.

My great-grandmother saw William Burke executed down in the Grassmarket. She sat up on her father’s shoulders in her best dress and watched Burke hang. He swore and spat and cursed. Words she’d never heard before.

I told my mother she was going home to Iona to be with her family. Far away from her mother-in-law’s grave robbers and the mortsafes in the cemeteries.

She passed an hour after tea, and Messrs W. T. Dunbar & Son, funeral undertakers, prepared her body last night. I met Mister Dunbar at Waverley Station this morning. There I stood, head to toe in black mourning clothes with a jet necklace and a veil shrouding my face. My mother’s mortal remains in an oak panel coffin, and the train porter insisting I could not, under any circumstances, accompany the casket in the baggage car.

My mother was very particular. She was particular in life and in death. She took tea at precisely a quarter past three in the afternoon, and she made it very clear that I was to stay with her every inch of the way from Edinburgh to Iona.

As far as she was concerned, this was a perilous journey. She did not expect pirates or brigands to steal her body away on the steam train to Glasgow, but she believed resolutely in ‘the Others’.

The Others of the Borealis race, celestial beings, the sìthichean. Elementals of the Green Ray. The fae. But not quaint, ethereal pixies with petals and dragonfly wings. The Gaelic fairy may be as tall as a man or taller, with teeth and nails sharp as scalpel blades. The sidhe will maim and murder and think nothing of stealing away a corpse or a baby. I am to stay at my mother’s side to protect her, body and soul, till she is safely buried in consecrated ground.

So, here I sit, in the baggage car, beside her coffin. Mister Dunbar intervened on my behalf with the porter.

Sunday 22nd November

Nothing happens on Iona on a Sunday.

No wool is spun, no fish are gutted, no clothes are washed. No ferry travels across the water to Mull. Here, on the islands, the Sabbath is strictly kept—God’s day of rest.

I arrived yesterday afternoon. It looked like half of Iona’s inhabitants had come to greet my mother and me at the jetty. One of their own was come home. Men doffed their hats. Women kept a tight hold of children. I must have appeared as a vision of the Angel of Death in my black boots and matching dress, gloves, and hat, walking across the pearl-white sands.

Respectful words were muttered as the men lifted my mother’s coffin from the boat. An unplanned procession wove its way down through the village to the parish church.

My luggage was loaded on a cart and taken on to Mrs Cammell’s house on the south of the island. It seems everyone knew the hour I would arrive and where I was lodging. Less than two hundred souls live on the island, so I should not be surprised there is no hope of keeping any secrets.

Mrs Cammell is a quiet lady of sombre disposition. Her black hair is pulled and tied back tight against her skull. She asked that I called her Rosemary and noted my preferences for breakfast and dinner. She assured me the bed is soft and there are freshly cut flowers in a vase. She has smoked herring most mornings.

Her daughter is quite her opposite, a delicate but untamed child with quick dark eyes that glint like stars in a night sky. Her name is Eliza. She ran barefoot from the farmhouse and delighted in showing me her collection of stones and shells.

She took me to a special place by the sea where she hid her most precious things. Among her beachcombed treasures was an ammonite. I tried to explain to her that this was a fossil, a stone memory of an ancient living creature, but she looked at me like I was a fool and told me it was Gloine nan Druidh, ‘Druids’ glass’.

I have heard ammonites sometimes named adderstanes, adder stones, or snake stones. It is believed that they will protect their bearer from evil charms and snake bites. Eliza told me she has a hag stone at the end of her bed. This is a stone with a naturally worn hole. She says it keeps away bad dreams and the night hag.

Eliza kindly gave me one of her treasures. A pebble of green Iona marble. She told me to hold it tight if I was ever afraid. She said that the green pebble was a drop of blood shed by a Sea-God.

I had need of Eliza’s pebble last night. After dinner, I returned to the parish church and spent an uncomfortable night watching over my mother’s coffin.

The parish church is kept unlocked, but the minister nonetheless met me at the door. The Rev. Alistair McNair seems a kindly man. I can imagine him with his silver beard and his clay pipe out in a rambling country parish. But here he is, softly spoken and a little out of his depth, on an island at the edge of the world.

He smiled when I showed him Eliza’s pebble.

“You should be here on Maundy Thursday,” he said. “The men wade out to their waists in the sea to pour offerings of mead and ale. These are the fruits of the land. They sacrifice these to the old Sea-gods in return for a harvest of seaweed in the coming year. The fruits of the sea, they call it. Without this offering, the islanders believe there will be no seaweed to plough into the land to make the earth fertile.”

Rev McNair repeated the Gaelic incantation they chant to the waves:

“O God of the Sea. Put weed in the drawing wave.

To enrich the ground. To shower on us food.”

I barely recognised the Minister preaching the gospel from his pulpit this morning. I forget how many years it has been since I took the Sacrament—the Body and Blood of Christ.

Monday 23rd November

They buried my mother this morning.

The men would not work on the Sabbath, so they were up at dawn to warm the frosty ground and dig her grave. I picked a spot near her father and mother. The gravestones in the cemetery are modest—no grand tombs and burial vaults like Edinburgh or Glasgow’s Necropolis.

It is what she wanted—a windswept little piece of ground at the end of the world.

Translation of Iona manuscript fragment ‘B’.

Anno Dominus DCCCVI, the Year of Our Lord 806, saw portents and signs. Fiery dragons blazing across the sky. Omens foretelling terrors and atrocity. A woman vomited black toads in Northumberland. Lord, save us from the wrath of the Northmen. Vikings fell upon Iona as ravenous wolves. They tore apart books and men.

Sixty-eight monks taken to the white sands. Novices, monks, scribes, all put to axe and sword. No graves for their bodies. Nothing but a burning pyre at the edge of the sea. And as those ashes still smouldered, I was born into this world and took breath.

Seventeen winters have I lived. Journeyed far from God’s church on Lindisfarne to the Court of Charlemagne. Pen and ink are my sword and words my battle. If I can be of use to the Lord with the meagre gifts He has granted me, I shall be content.

The Prior is a goodly man, I think. Age had bent his body and blinded his eyes. He tells me tales of Odran, companion of Blessed Columbkille. No church stood on Iona in those days. And no church would ever stand. All day, Columbkille and his brethren toiled to build a church. But night brought ruin as the stone walls tumbled down.

It was said that Columbkille’s church would never stand without a living man buried under its walls.

A grave was dug as deep as Odran was tall. This was Odran’s grave. And he was buried in it.

Three nights and three days, Odran lay dead in his grave. Worms made a feast of his flesh. The third day. Columbkille mourned and dug his friend out of the earth. And Odran’s eyes opened, and words fell from his lips. “I saw Heaven. It is not as they say. God is not what you believe. And Hell is not torture for the unholy.”

And Columbkille cried out, “Dirt! Dirt on Odran’s eyes! Earth in Odran’s mouth!”

Journal of Norah Elphinstone, 1896

Tuesday 24th November

Eliza took me to the Hill of the Angels.

She has taken it upon herself to be my guide and accomplice. Not far from the farmhouse is Cnoc nan Aingeal, the Hill of the Angels. I read about it in my mother’s letters and was keen to see it with my own eyes.

Eliza took my hand and led me across the Machar to the hill. It is not much of a hill, to be honest—a tumulus. Perhaps a prehistoric barrow like Cairnpapple? It is hard to tell.

But this humble knoll was where Saint Columba, known to all as Columbkille, ‘the dove,’ would come to watch the sun setting into the sea in the west. I climbed to the top and imagined him there. Day fading to night. Prayers and incantations falling from his lips.

Legends say the monks saw angels coming to meet Columba as he prayed. Angels descending from Heaven. Light in the dark.

Eliza made me roll down the hill with her. She laughed and pointed at the mud on my dress.

She told me that the knoll is called Sìthean Mòr, the big hill of the fairies.

Close by, to the north, is Sìthean Beag, the little hill of the fairies. I saw Eliza’s mother leave a gift of milk out for the fae last night. It seems these superstitions have not died out. I heard her singing in Gaelic as she lit the fire. A song asking for blessings of the kindling from the angels Ariel and Uriel and the Son of Mary. I could not catch most of her words, but I made out, “Without fear, without terror of anyone under the sun.”

Eliza led me to a beach of white sand. She puddled about in the sea and squished wet sand between her toes. I was tempted to take off my shoes and join her.

We met the Reverend McNair on the beach. It seems such a peaceful, innocent place, but the minister tells me it is the Bay of the Martyrs. Vikings murdered Iona’s monks on that quiet beach. The last thing they ever saw was the waves and white sands.

Reverend McNair has agreed to help me translate the remaining manuscript fragments. Some of his elder parishioners know more archaic forms of Gaelic.

Wednesday 25th November

Rev McNair shares tales of the Unseelie Court

I met with the minister at the manse. His housekeeper baked scones on the gridle, served with clotted cream. He inspected the scrapbook of parchments closely. He took out a pair of spectacles and peered down his nose at the texts.

He smiled when I told him about my adventures with Eliza, the fairy hill and my mother’s fear of the Others.

“The supernatural is a serious business here,” he cautioned. “Rosemary makes a gift of milk. Iron bars are fastened to protect windows facing west so elf bolts don’t kill someone in the house. Dead cats and a child’s shoes are hidden in the walls above the doorway to shield a home from the Others. A bride must never wear green on her wedding day, or she will be stolen away.”

It seemed like nothing more than a game to me. I have seen these ‘elf bolts’ displayed in the National Museum of Antiquities. They are simply neolithic arrowheads—flints used by prehistoric hunters.

McNair shook his head. “When I christen a baby, I am the first to speak their name aloud. I bless the babe with Holy Water to protect it from the Others that would steal it and leave a changeling in its place. The islanders believe. They believe with every part of their being.

“Water from sacred wells. The fires of Beltane. Did you ever kiss under the mistletoe? Evergreens are hung above doors, and horseshoes kept for luck. It seems trivial in this day and age, but I hear stories here that I would not have believed as a younger man in the city.”

The housekeeper overheard. She scowled at talk of the Others and spilt a splash of tea in my saucer.

“There is a war fought in the skies above and the depths of the sea. They call the Others ‘the Borealis race’. Have you seen the Aurora Borealis, the Northern Lights? That is the battles of the Seelie and Unseelie Courts. Blood is shed. It falls as drops and appears as red lichen on the rocks by the shore.”

I held the green pebble that Eliza had given to me—blood of an ancient Sea-God.

“The Unseelie Court fly this way and that. Ride the storms. Rising with the Sluagh, the Host. Deadly they are. A whirlwind of wraiths. Revenants. Unforgiven dead. Hag witch. Baobhan sith, the banshee. They’ll snatch you up from the road. Tear at you. Drag you across the sky. Make you kill.”

Rev McNair stuffed tobacco in his pipe bowl. He lit a long match and puffed on the pipe stem.

“The oldest of the islanders point to a grave in the Reilig Odhrain, the Cemetery of Odran. They will not speak the name of the man that is buried there. They say he woke early and fished from a rock. But he was deceived. It was moonlight, and a lady met him on the path home. ‘I put God between us,’ he said, and she thrashed him without pity. Each night, he trod the moonlit path. Each night, he spoke the words, and she broke his bones and tore his flesh. He fled to the Lowlands, but she followed him, taking the shape of a raven. In the end, the beldam killed him.”

The minister had stopped smiling.

“You want to know what I believe? I believe that ages before Columba and Oran brought Christ to this island, it was the dominion of the Gods of the Earth. But the Sea-Gods craved the land and made war against them. The sidhe, the host, the Others are seen on hill and mountain, and in the sky. But God alone knows what rises from beneath the waves.”

Notes taken by Robin Aitken.

“Iona, it would seem, first belonged to the ancient Earth-gods, but the primaeval Sea-gods coveted the island and won it from them.”

— The Inner Hebrides and Their Legends, Otta F. Swire

Ask professor about Otta Flora MacDonald Lois Swire.

Reserved: ‘An Iona Anthology’ by Marian McNeill from Uni library. DA880.I7 Macn.

Who was Netta Fornario?

The Sea-Gods of Iona: Shony, Manannan, and Manaun.

Shony is found in Martin’s ‘Description of the Western Isles’ 1703. Manannan mentioned by Otta F. Swire, and Manaun is ‘a god of the sea’, his body ‘made of a green wave’ according to a Gaelic story told by Fiona Macleod (William Sharp) 1912.

Every nine years, on Iona, a white horse was given to the Sea-God at Dun Manannan, The Hill of Manannan. Given?

Bishop Pococke writes about Iona’s Hill of the Angels in 1760: “…a fine small green hill called Angel Hill, where they bring their horses on the day of St Michael and All Angels, and run races round it.”

In the 1990s, in County Meath, Ireland, at the Hill of Tara, horse bones were found during an archaeological excavation. Horse sacrifice. The bones had knife marks that indicated the horses were butchered for meat. Discovered near the Mound of the Hostages.

Giraldus Cambrensis: County Donegal, a white mare was sacrificed and eaten at the inauguration of the High King.

Note to self: some random similarities don’t prove horse sacrifices to Sea-Gods on Iona.

Newspaper cutting: Glasgow Herald, 27 November 1929

IONA MYSTERY

London woman found dead

Mysterious Circumstances

News was received yesterday of the death of Miss N. Emily Fornario of Mortlake Road, Kew. She was found dead on Tuesday of last week in a sheltered spot on the island of Iona, and she was buried by the islanders on Friday. The cause of her death is at present unknown, but it is presumed to be from exposure.

For some years, Miss Fornario, who was the daughter of an Italian doctor and was 32 years of age, lived in Kew.

It is stated that Miss Fornario’s unclothed body was lying on a large cross that had been cut out of the turf, apparently with a knife that was lying nearby. Round the neck was a silver chain and cross. Miss Fornario, who arrived in Iona during the summer, disappeared on Sunday, November 12.

She was a woman of extraordinary character.

Notes taken by Robin Aitken

Unsolved death of Netta Fornario

Her naked body was found near Loch Staonaig, on the side of a fairy hill, 17 November 1929.

She was an occultist and a member of the Alpha and Omega Temple, an offshoot of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, founded by Brodie-Innes in Edinburgh in 1913.

Netta died on Iona six years after the death of John William Brodie-Innes. Netta was once a close friend and magical partner of Dion Fortune (born Violet Mary Firth). Brodie-Innes taught Fortune the secrets of the G.D. and the occult.

Netta travelled to Iona to study the sidhe, the Others. She called them the ‘Green Ray Elementals’.

She entered trance states on the island, trying to contact the dead. She believed that the spirits of the dead lived with the Green Ray Elementals in the hollow fairy hills. To the sidhe, this world is ‘the Land of the Dead’, the place where mortals live and die.

Did Netta die conducting an occult ritual? She was found naked. Was she skyclad?

Some later reports say she was wearing a cloak or that a cloaked figure was seen. The knife found with her body has been described as a ritual dagger but also as an ordinary kitchen knife.

Did her silver necklace turn black overnight? A cross, cut from the turf, or a small hollow?

Netta’s grave is a small slab at Reilig Odhrain, the Graveyard of Saint Odran. It is simply carved: “M. E. F. Aged 33. 19th Nov. 1929.”

Translation of Iona manuscript fragment ‘C’.

Abbot Diarmait has taken the Relics of Columbkille to Dál Riata. Blathmac is gone with him. They meet Domnall, son of Caustantín mac Fergusa, King of the Picts.

The Prior asks if I will work to copy a curious book.

He will not say how it came into his possession. The book is spotted with mould. Its binding is lost. The pages are tattered and out of order.

The book deals with necromancy and the conjuring of spirits. A sorcerer’s book of incantations and poisons. It is forbidden. The Prior says we must study the enemy’s works, or we will be witless in battle.

Scrawled between the pages of Latin are lines of Gaelic.

There are other words in the book. I do not know the language. It is not French nor Greek. I have seen pages from the Holy Land, but these words are unfamiliar. I copy each curve of the pen, each scratch, each circle and line, but I understand nothing of the words I write. The Prior refuses to tell me anything of their meaning.

It is Occulta Mortuorum. The Book of Secrets of Dead Things.

I spied the Prior leaving the chapel as we sang Nocturns. The pages I copied hid in his satchel.

The moon lit the south path. Nimble I was in the Prior’s steps, as a shadow. I thought he was bound for Loch Staonaig. He lit a fire with his lantern upon a knoll near the Loch. I waited, patient as Eby as she hunts rats. He smothered the fire. I could not see what it was that he had done.

The Prior took a narrow path through the machair to the Hill of the Angels. I saw him there. The waning moon appeared behind him.

I doubt my own eyes. The Lord has gifted me eyes that see the thinnest leaf of gold and the blue of lapis lazuli. But I never saw so wretched a thing. I thought it a trick of moonlight or starshine. The Prior was not alone.

It was tall as the blackthorn tree, spindly. Arms thin as bones. Horns and antlers as goat and deer crowned its head but squirming as a nest of vipers, the head of a gorgon. I saw nothing of its face.

Journal of Norah Elphinstone, 1896

Thursday 25th November

The Book of Secrets of Dead Things

I do not know what to make of the monk’s story.

Eliza skipped at my side on the road to the manse. Rev McNair sniffed and scratched at his pipe and smiled. He reassured me that I should not take the words as anything more than a bawdy folktale of boggarts or hobgoblins.

The monks kept bees to make honey mead and made up mischievous tales to pass the winter’s nights. He reminded me that it was said Saint Columba himself defeated a monstrous river serpent in the waters near Loch Ness!

But the minister did admit that medieval monks have a reputation for dabbling in sorcery.

At the Cistercian Melrose Abbey, the Borders wizard Michael Scott lies buried with his Book of Power. No less a man than Thomas the Rhymer took it from the wizard’s dead hands to battle the necromancer Lord Soulis of Hermitage Castle.

The infamous Book of the Black Arts appears in stories the length and breadth of Scotland—a book of magic written in Hell.

John Napier was mathematician, alchemist and sorcerer. I have visited the wizard’s tower at Merchiston. In his studies, he invented Napier’s bones to calculate logarithms. I hear Napier had a black cockerel and kept a black spider in a box.

Eliza’s feet do not reach the floor when she sits on the minister’s dining chairs. She scoffed down half a dozen of the housekeeper’s scones.

The minster took a well-thumbed copy of Rev Robert Kirk’s ‘The Secret Commonwealth of Elves, Fauns and Fairies’ down from his bookcase.

Kirk is remembered for his Gaelic translation of the Psalms and for his work translating the Bible into Scots Gaelic. He is also said to have been taken by the Others into Doon Hill in Aberfoyle.

“Robert Kirk understood the thin places. There is a veil between this world of mortals and the hereafter,” Rev McNair said. “Sometimes that veil is thin as gossamer—the dead dwell with the Others. The sidhe guard our souls in fairy mounds by our churchyards. Till the world’s end.”

He found a page in Kirk’s book: “There are many Places called Fairie-hills, which the Mountain People think impious and dangerous to peel or discover, by taking Earth or Wood from them; superstitiously believing the Souls of their Predecessors to dwell there.

“And for that End (say they) a Mote or Mount was dedicated beside every Church-yard, to receive the Souls till their adjacent Bodies arise, and so become as a Fairie-hill.

“An old man on the north of the island has heard of your Occulta Mortuorum,” MacNair said quietly. “He said its spells and incantations raise the souls of the departed. It is written in the dead language of the Sea-gods.

“It will tear down the veil between our world and the Things of the Earth and of the Sea.”

Translation of Iona manuscript fragment ‘D’.

I dug a hole deep in the earth. I give thanks to The Lord that the ground was not frozen.

No coffin for the Prior. His corpse will rot in a sack. I dragged his wretched body out to the hole. He will lie in unconsecrated ground with nothing but a black stone and a rowan tree to mark his grave.

I have buried his accursed book with his body.

The Lord knows I wish I had never touched its pages. Never seen its words. My sin was pride. The Prior buzzing in my ear like a bee, words oozing honey that no one but me had such a gift with pen and ink.

Eby, the cat, licked her fur and watched me cover the Prior with dirt. Dirt on Odran’s eyes. Earth in Odran’s mouth. The Prior lies under the earth. Unhallowed.

Eby will keep my secret.

Email dated 29 October, 13:17

Professor Harry MacKinnon wrote

To | Robin Aitken

Cc |

Robin,

Please stop this before you get hurt. You’ve not gone down a rabbit hole. You’re digging deep into the murk.

My wife does embroidery. She’s covered half the house with weird quotes from books.

This one’s from the Volsunga Saga. Late 13th century. Norse.

But today, it’s for you:

“Where wolf’s ears are, wolf’s teeth are near.”

Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Harry

Professor Harry MacKinnon

School of Scottish Folklore

University of Edinburgh

29 George Square

Edinburgh EH8 9LD

Notes taken by Robin Aitken.

The other pages of Norah Elphinstone’s journal are blank.

She was admitted to Pitcullen House, the Royal Lunatic Asylum, in Perth. Official records note that the accommodation was ‘sufficiently secure to prevent escape but free from the gloomy appearance of confinement.’

It seems she never left. I haven’t found any record of her death.

Norah Elphinstone was visited by Brodie-Innes two years after she was admitted.

There’s a wax cylinder recording of their meeting in their archives. Will have it transcribed.

Transcription of interview. John William Brodie-Innes and Norah Elphinstone. 10th December 1898.

Brodie-Innes:

“Norah, it’s John. Can you tell me about Iona?”

Norah Elphinstone:

“What? Why do you think you want to hear?”

Brodie-Innes:

“What did you see there? On the island?”

Norah Elphinstone:

“I saw it there. The book and the black stone. He knew the black stone. The minister took me to it. We took shovels. You ever dig up the dead? Dug down in the earth, and there was the Prior deep beneath the black stone in the dead tree roots.

“Never seen bones so twisted up and tangled. And his skull. Cracked open. Broke apart in pieces.

“The monk buried him face down. His head to the west to the setting sun. Facedown in the mud. And in his hands is the book. Wrapped up in seal skin. Most of it rotted away to nothing. Scraps and tatters. Mould and faded ink.

“But somehow, the monk’s pages survived—pages of spells and curses, chants to raise dead gods from the depths of the sea. You don’t want to hear what the pages said—drowned things. No one should hear.

“‘Bury it,’ the minister said. ‘Bury it deep and never ever speak of it.’

“We put the book back in the Prior’s dead hands. And shovelled earth on him until it was gone.”

Brodie-Innes:

“What happened after?”

Norah Elphinstone:

“It hurts. Not a quiet thing. Hurts. I took the south path. Back to the farmhouse. Dirt on my hands. Dirt on my dress. But she was missing. Eliza. Eliza was missing.

“After dark, and she was never out so late. And her mother barely said a word. Rocked to and fro, cradling herself.

“I knew where Eliza liked to play. Secret place she hid. Where she buried her treasures. She wasn’t far. I found her on the white sands. The moon made them shining silver. Rocks black like ravens. Sharp as teeth. I found her there by the sea. Her dress was wet from the waves.

“Her eyes were so dark and starry. I was barefoot on wet sand. Like she wanted. And she turned and smiled at me.

“Smiled like it was all some game. She looked so happy.

“Eliza was not alone.

“It was taller than her. Tall and scrawny. Spikes jutted out its skull. Antlers and horns and spiralling tentacles, writhing like tongues, knotting around its horns.

“And Eliza smiled and picked up a rock. Like broken glass. And she cut her face. Cut it to ribbons. And she is all smiles and laughter. Her dark eyes staring out at me.

“I don’t know. I’m falling. I’m on my knees, and she tiptoes to me. Faceless, eyes black, and Eliza raising her little hand, and she feeds me her flesh. Taste her blood on my lips. Taste it still. It was a sacrament, you see? Do you see?

“Eliza taking the rock, and it cracks her skull open. She broke it into pieces like a doll. And the Sea-god tore her head apart, and horns and slithering things slid writhing out her skull.

“She’s looking at me with her quick dark eyes, and she is smiling softly.

“And she takes her father’s hand.”


Blood Bayou: A Brutal Tale of

Louisiana Folklore

By Rowland Bercy Jr.

Chapter 1

“Whoa! What the fuck is that?” Malik shouted to be heard above the noise of the jet ski and pointed to a break in the reeds.

Austin’s gaze followed the direction of Malik’s hand as he eased off the throttle. The bike slowed as Austin turned toward a small, sandy shore. The watercraft bobbed atop the murky, brown swamp water as the two men stared, wide-eyed, at the carcass of a decaying 8-foot-long bull shark that had been dragged part way up the shoreline.

“Ew, that’s fuckin’ nasty,” Darius said, crinkling his face in disgust as he and Jayden glided up alongside their friends.

They stared at the rotting body, aswarm with thousands of flies, maggots, and a multitude of other carrion scavengers. Jayden hefted his beer can and flung it at the remains, startling a murder of crows feasting on the rotting corpse. The birds took flight, cawing their protest at being disturbed from the bountiful meal. Jayden laughed but quickly changed his tune when the wind shifted direction, bringing the putrescent stench of death and decay across the water to the four men who had been out since early morning getting drunk and enjoying the serenity of the unfrequented waterways. They all gagged when the fetid stench stimulated their olfactory senses.

“Ugh! It fuckin’ stinks!” Malik complained, trying his hardest to breathe through his mouth to avoid further nasal inhalation of the malodorous reek. Mercifully, the wind shifted direction again, sparing the group further unpleasantness.

“What do you think happened to it?” Austin asked, moving toward the body.

“What the hell are you doing, bro?” Malik asked as the craft made it to the shoreline.

“I want to get a closer look. Do you think a gator killed it?”

Morbid curiosity piqued, Jayden, Malik and Darius, while keeping a watchful eye on the surrounding land for said gator, joined him in his examination.

“I don’t think so,” Darius said, pointing at multiple ragged claw marks running down the animal’s flank. “A gator couldn’t leave wounds like that, but the Letiche could,” he continued eerily.

“The what?” Malik asked.

“The Letiche.”

“What the hell is a Letiche?”

“Well, legend has it, somewhere deep in the bayou, among the ancient, twisted, moss-draped cypress trees, somewhere beneath the lazy-flowing waterways, lurks a swamp monster of Cajun folklore known as the Letiche. A vicious half-human, half-gator monster whose origins are shrouded in mystery. Some say the creature is the trans-mutated soul of an illegitimate, unbaptised infant. Others say it’s the product of an abandoned child who was taken in and raised by alligators. Regardless of which story you choose to subscribe, the beast is rumoured to be the stuff born of nightmares. A massive, bony plate-covered, pitiless creature said to stand over 7-feet tall. It has brawny arms ending in two-inch-long webbed claws and a muscular tail running half the length of its body, which it uses, in addition to its impressive limbs, for propulsion when submerged under water. Most impressive and frightening is its elongated, U-shaped jaw full of wicked looking, conical shaped teeth.” Darius pointed at the body of the Bull Shark. “Look at the claw and bite marks. Does that look like the bite of any gator you’ve ever seen?”

Malik leaned in for a better look at the wounds. Darius took advantage of his pointed curiosity, grabbed him on either side of his waist and made a growling noise. Malik jumped and let loose a high-pitched scream, causing Austin and Jayden to also startle. Darius laughed uncontrollably, causing the rest of the group to also begin guffawing.

“You fuckin’ asshole,” Malik panted between snorts of laughter.

“Got ya! Come on, let’s bounce,” Darius said, making his way towards the waiting jet skis.

The sun was setting, and the nighttime sounds of the swamp slowly came to life around them. The group remounted their wave runners, and Austin began to move off in the direction of home when Jayden called out to him. “I’m not ready to head back yet. Let’s go explore a bit further.”

“It’ll be dark soon,” Malik said, pointing at the setting sun.

“Stop being a pussy,” Jayden teased. “We’ll drive a bit further, find a place to pull over, down these last few beers, and then head home. Or are you scared the Letiche is gonna get you?” Everyone laughed.

“You know it’s illegal to ride after dark? Fuck the Letiche. I’m more worried about getting fined by the Coast Guard if we’re caught.”

“The Coast Guard? Out here?”

Malik looked around and chuckled. “Yeah, guess there’s not much chance of that happening. Fuck it. Let’s ride.”

The four friends belted out whoops and whistles as they rode down the waterway and away from home.

Chapter 2

Pushing further down the unexplored waterway, the group found the perfect place to pull over and chug the rest of their beers. They pulled their water bikes up to the shoreline, headlights still shining bright, and angled them inward to illuminate the sandy little beach. The friends had gotten rowdier and more brazen as the day progressed, and more beer was consumed. They spent a good thirty minutes on the beach finishing up the last of their now lukewarm beers and were just about to remount and call it a day when Darius spied a pinprick of light glowing in the distance.

“Do you guys see that?” he asked, squinting into the darkness and pointing in the direction of the illumination. The rest of the gang turned to see what Darius was going on about.

After a few seconds, and more squinting from each of them, Austin finally located the glow Darius was referring to. “Yo, what the hell is that?” he asked curiously. “No fuckin’ way anybody walkin’ around out here this time of evening. What do you think it is?”

“Don’t know, but we ‘bout to find out,” Jayden said, walking to retrieve a flashlight from the storage compartment of his jet ski.

Darius followed suit, and soon, the four friends were making their way toward the soft glow in the distance. With the lead two keeping watchful eyes on the ground in front of them to avoid an unpleasant and possibly deadly encounter with one of the many poisonous serpents populating the humid Louisiana marshland. The light grew larger and took on the shape of a square as the group grew nearer. Before long, a dilapidated cabin emerged from the surrounding darkness.

The men looked at one another in confusion. “What the hell is a cabin doing way the fuck out here?” Austin asked.

“Let’s find out,” Darius said and moved in for a closer look. The rest of the group followed. When he reached the window, Darius motioned to the rest of them to halt as he cautiously peered in through the window, aglow with light, powered by a generator he could hear running somewhere on the other side of the home. The glow illuminated a weathered-looking old man sitting alone, having dinner at a rickety table.

“Who’s in there?” asked Austin as he and the rest of the men crowded in behind Darius to peer in the window.

“What the hell is someone doing living way the fuck out here?” Jayden whispered.

Darius ushered the men away from the window so they could speak without worry of being detected. “I don’t know,” he answered. “My Pops told me stories about recluse homesteads deep in the Louisiana swamp, completely isolated from society except for the occasional venture to nearby towns for supplies. Hell, I’ve even heard rumours that there’s a mother-and-daughter duo who claim to be witches living somewhere out here. This is the first time I’ve ever run across one, but now that we have, might as well have a bit of fun.”

He filled the group in on his plan, and they dispersed into the surrounding darkness. Once all were hidden away, Darius walked around to the front of the cabin and knocked on the door. For a few seconds, there was no response. Darius knocked again.

“Who’s out there?” called a gruff voice from within.

“Oh, thank God someone’s home,” Darius answered. Trying his best to sound flustered. “My name is Darrel,” he lied, figuring it best to use an alias. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I got separated from my friends while out exploring on our jet skis. I was trying to make it back to our launch spot, but mine stalled out on a little beach not far from here. I would have called for help on my cell, but the battery died hours ago. Luckily, I saw the glow from your window from the beach. Would you happen to have a phone I could use to call for help?”

After an awkward silence, the door unlocked. It inched open a crack, and the weathered-looking old man peeked out. “Dangerous to be out and about the bayou this time of night,” the man said matter-of-factly, looking Darius over suspiciously. “Name’s Russell. Come on in,” he continued as he stepped back and opened the door.

Darius entered and pushed the door closed behind him, making sure to leave the door slightly ajar in the process. “Thank you so much. I was starting to panic out there.”

“Rightfully so,” Russell replied. “Ya’ thirsty?” he asked, removing two bottles of water from a small fridge, one of which he offered to Darius just as the front door of the cottage swung inward. Russell’s eyes narrowed as Jayden, Austin, and Malik pushed into the house and stood behind Darius.

“What’s the meanin’ of this?” Russell demanded, glancing at each of the men in turn. “Who the hell do ya’ think ya’ are, bargin’ into my home? If it’s money you’s lookin’ fa’, I ain’t gots none. So you’s wastin’ ya’ time.” He spat.

“Relax, old man. Ain’t nobody here to hurt you, and we definitely not here for money.” Darius laughed. He took Russell by the arm and led him over to, and sat him down on, a dusty old couch facing a soot-encrusted fireplace, the mantle of which was covered in framed Polaroid pictures. Darius picked up a faded photo of a woman holding an infant swaddled in linens, who appeared to be in her early thirties. Malik joined Darius in front of the fireplace while Jayden and Austin busied themselves exploring the rest of the small cabin.

“Who’s the babe?” Darius asked, leering at the woman in the photograph.

“Have some respect for the dead, boy,” Russell said scornfully. “Not that it’s any of ya’ business, but that there is the only woman I ever did love and the only child she ever did bless me with so many years ago.”

“So, why don’t you tell us what happened to this legendary love of yours?” Malik asked as he snatched the photo from Darius.

Upon seeing the blatant disregard and mistreatment of one of the few photographs of his departed loved ones, Russell shakily pushed up from the couch with every intention of retrieving his precious keepsake from the intruders.

“Again, not that it’s any of ya’ business, but as you can see, we ain’t got no fancy hospitals close at hand. The boy passed mere hours after coming into the world. Try as we might, we was unable to stop the bleeding after the birth, and my poor Diana soon joined him. That there is the only memory I have of my family, which I was able to snap just minutes after our son was born. Funny thing, but even after all these years, I still feel em’ nearby,” Russell answered with a heavy heart.

With complete disregard for Russell’s obvious despair, Darius callously asked, “What’d you do with the bodies?”

“Look here, son, I’ve had just about enough of ya’ questions,” Russell said, stepping up and trying to retrieve the picture frame from Malik. Malik raised the frame high above his head, placed a hand against Russell’s chest and pushed him back a step.

“Answer his question and we’ll give the picture back and get outta’ your hair,” Malik said.

Russell looked from Darius to Malik and then up at the keepsake and asked, “If I answer ya’ question, ya’ boys promise to give me back my property and be on ya’ way?”

“We promise,” Darius responded with a smirk.

“I buried them both, well over 40 years ago, not far from here, shortly after they passed,” the old man answered eagerly. “Now I’ll be thankin’ ya’ to pass me back my property and leave my home as ya’ promised.”

Jayden and Austin returned from their exploration of the cabin’s only other room just in time to hear Russell state that he had buried someone. “Did I hear you say you fuckin’ buried somebody out here?” Jayden asked as he took up residence next to Malik.

“You heard right,” Malik answered before Russell had a chance to do so. “Crazy ol’ fuck done buried his old lady and son in the swamp after they croaked,” he said, handing Jayden the photograph.

“Oh, damn, that’s fuckin’ crazy,” Jayden said. “I’m sure that shit’s gotta be against the law.”

“So is breakin’ and enterin’,” Russell replied as he made another attempt to reclaim his property.

Jayden easily snatched the frame out of reach. He placed a palm against the man’s frail, bony chest and pushed him away with a little too much vigour. Caught off balance, the old-timer windmilled his arms and stumbled backwards. He twisted his foot in the process, which sent him careening to the floor. Malik made a half-hearted attempt to help Russell steady himself, his hand seizing nothing but empty air. He cringed when Russell smacked, face first, into the jagged edge of the fireplace’s stone hearth.

“What the fuck is wrong with you,” Austin, who up until now had been nothing more than a spectator, scolded Jayden as he rushed to the old man’s side to aid him. He hurriedly knelt next to the old man but could tell, judging from the way the man’s eye protruded from its socket and the growing pool of blood, that any assistance he could offer would be in vain. “Dude, what the hell? Why’d you do that?”

“It was a fuckin’ accident,” Jayden stammered. “What’re we gonna do?”

“What we gonna do is get the fuck outta here,” Malik commanded as he retrieved the photo frame from Jayden, wiped it free of fingerprints, and placed it back on the mantle. He leaned down and grabbed Austin around the arm, lifting him to a standing position and continued, “Don’t lay a finger on anything else, and wipe your fingerprints off of anything you may have touched,” he instructed the rest of the group. “Nobody knows we were out here, and the old man’s death could easily be summed up as an accident to anyone who might find him. We’re gonna leave this place like we found it and pretend like this never happened,” he finished, walking to the front door of the cabin and using the bottom of his trunks to wipe down the door handle. The others followed his example, wiping prints off anything they came in contact with, and within five minutes, the men had left the cabin and were making their way back to their waiting jet skis.

“This don’t feel right,” Austin said, looking back through the swamp towards the old man’s cabin.

“What choice do we have?” Darius asked as he urged Austin toward the water’s edge.

A chill ran down Austin’s spine, and he shivered, looking once again toward the old cabin in the bayou. Squinting his eyes in an attempt to pierce through the darkness. He could have sworn he saw a muted, pinkish glow flittering through the swamp toward the house. “Seriously, man, something feels weird. Feels like somebody’s out there watching us,” he said in a whisper.

“Don’t be stupid,” Malik said, “You lettin’ your nerves get the best of you. There’s nobody else out here. Let’s just get the fuck away from here as fast as possible.”

He mounted his watercraft and started the engine, anxious to put as much distance as he could between him and the scene of the crime. Austin quickly hopped on the back. Darius and Jayden followed suit, and the men headed in the direction of home.
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The creature watched through the window of the cabin as the four men taunted and then killed his father. The thing was prepared to rush in and massacre the group but was halted, with no more than a thought, by the softly glowing ball of flame floating next to it. Since its death, then re-birth into its current form, which locals had, for unknown reasons, termed Letiche, the beast, and the woman who had birthed it, who had also been gifted new existence in the form of a blush-tinted Feu Follet, or Cajun Fairy, felt the man’s crippling heartache. Neither was willing to leave the man who had loved them with the entirety of his being. Both were altered, in different ways, by the very lands they had been buried beneath. One to console, the other to safeguard. Tonight, the Letiche was ineffective in its self-appointed task. Tonight, a new directive was elected. Tonight, Letiche, as well as Feu Follet, would be harbingers of vengeance.

Chapter 3

The cleverer of the pair, and able to communicate with, and control, other swamp denizens. From the smallest insect to the most ferocious of its inhabitants, Feu Follet formulated and relayed a plan of action to her monstrous offspring in the form of feelings and images, which flashed through the creature’s mind in a matter of seconds.

With a menacing hiss of understanding, Letiche and Follet parted ways. Follet shot off into the darkness of the swamp with surprising speed, in the same direction the watercrafts were travelling. Letiche bounded toward the sandy beach the men had departed from and dove into the brackish water. The creature resurfaced and quickly tailed the four men, using its powerful tail to propel itself forward at astonishing speeds.

Though the group was anxious to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the cabin, they were also leery of travelling too quickly down the dark, twisting waterways. This allowed the Letiche to catch up to Darius and Jayden with ease. The pair, being the more cautious of the group, had fallen quite a ways behind Malik and Austin. When the Letiche was in range, it stealthily submerged below the wake left behind by the fleeing bike.

“Man, this is so fucked up,” Darius said. “What if someone finds him and figures out it wasn’t an accident? What if they somehow track it back to us?” he continued, not really expecting Jayden to have the answers but needing to talk to calm his nerves.

“Not gonna happen,” Jayden answered. “We wiped the place down pretty good, and besides, I think the old geezer was a recluse. I doubt he gets many visitors. Even if he does….” Before he could finish, Jayden screamed as the jet ski was slammed by something below the surface of the water. He almost lost his grip on Darius and went tumbling into the water but managed to seize him around the waist and right himself before doing so.

The blow was enough to send the craft careening from the middle of the waterway towards the left bank. Darius, caught off guard by the unexpected impact, was unable to get control of the craft, and before he could do anything to correct their current trajectory, the bike was sent hurtling through the reeds lining the side of the channel and launched from the water, pitching both men from their seats, before crashing and stopping to rest upside down in a thicket of bushes.

“Fuck, man, are you ok?” Darius asked as he shakily stood up and walked over to check on his friend. Jayden, much like himself, had sustained nothing more than superficial scratches and scrapes. Darius helped him up from the ground.

Jayden gave himself a quick once over and sighed with relief as he dusted the dirt and grime from his body and face. “What the fuck happened?” he asked, bending down to pick up a flashlight, which had been tossed out from the storage compartment during the crash. He flicked on the device and walked over, with Darius, to examine the bike, which he knew, immediately, would not be seaworthy judging by the damage to its hull. Shining the light on the bottom of the wave runner revealed four deep, foot-long grooves running lengthwise down the bottom of the vehicle.

“Are those fucking claw marks?” Darius whispered.

Jayden side-eyed him. “Don’t be a fucking idiot, bro.”

“Definitely not going anywhere on this,” Darius said matter-of-factly. “See if you can find your cell phone. Hopefully, we’re close enough to catch a signal. We can call Malik and have him come back for us, one at a time, after he drops Austin off.”

“You look for them. This whole night has my nerves a wreck. I gotta shit,” Darius said. “Give me the flashlight. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Jayden handed it over without question, figuring that the moonlight shining from above would be sufficient illumination by which to search the debris for the missing cell phones, and knowing that his friend would need it more since he was venturing away from the wreckage to go and have a dump. “Don’t go too far.”

“I won’t,” Darius promised and cautiously ventured into the marshland.

He had every intention of finding a large enough tree to squat behind, out of view, and hopefully far enough away from Jayden that he wouldn’t hear what promised to be a particularly noisy episode of IBS. When he was satisfied both objectives had been successfully accomplished, Darius placed the flashlight on the ground facing him and went to pull down his trunks to relieve himself but stopped when he noticed another source of light dancing from tree to tree in the distance. He squinted as the light drew nearer before suddenly disappearing as it flitted behind an overgrowth of bushes.

His first thought was that they had stumbled upon another recluse, but that thought fled from his mind when a softball-sized, phosphorescent orb, which glowed with the illuminance of deep-sea fishes, emerged from behind a tree just twenty feet in front of him. Instantly enthralled by the glow, and without a word, Darius followed Feu Follet as it moved deeper into the swamplands.

The mischievous Cajun Fairy weaved between the vast, moss-draped cypress trees, leading Darius ever deeper into the surrounding wetlands. Within minutes, he was hopelessly lost in the vast darkness of the Louisiana bayou. Further in, the ground grew sponge-like and squelched under his feet, which had been cut and scraped raw from mindlessly walking over jagged roots and through batches of unforgiving wiregrass, but still, he followed—one bloody foot in front of the other. Darius would have followed the Feu Follet until he expired from exhaustion, but this was not to be the case as, with his next step, Darius was submerged up to his shoulders as his body was swallowed by one of the many sinkholes in the area.

The shock of the frigid water enveloping his body was enough to startle him from his daze. Darius looked around in a panic. When he spied the Feu Follet hovering lazily a few feet in front of him, his brow crinkled in confusion. Unsure if the thing floating through the air was some sort of unidentified menace or some undiscovered mystery of the swamp. He struggled to free himself, but the thick, muddy waters held him fast. Try as he might, he was unable to disengage from the bayou’s embrace. His struggling ceased momentarily when the radiant orb began to drift away. Within seconds, it was lost from view.

“Jayden! HELP! JJJAAAYYDDDEENNN!!! Where the fuck are you? I’m stuck!” Darius screamed, thinking that his friend wasn’t far off, not realising that he had been led deep into the marshland while under the spell of Feu Follet. His pointless pleas for help were immediately silenced when Feu Follet reemerged from behind the trunk of an ancient-looking cypress tree. Its pale pink light illuminated the moving earth beneath it.

Moving? he thought as his eyes lowered from the sphere to see a colony of fire ants marching towards him.

Feu Follet pulsed brightly, and the army, like a well-oiled machine, halted its advance. Darius’s eyes went wide, and the struggle to free himself resumed with vigour. He yelled for help until he was out of breath, panting with exhaustion.

The Cajun Fairy flared, and the colony resumed its advance. With each passing second, the distance between Darius and the progressing swarm diminished by degrees. It wasn’t long until he could actually hear the tiny legs of the approaching hoard scraping across fallen leaves as they determinedly continued their march. Seconds later, he felt the delicate antenna of the first row of soldier ants tickle the nape of his neck. He froze. So, too, did the swarm when Feu Follet pulsed yet again. The strange orb, which had remained stationary next to the tree, glided closer and brightened, illuminating the surroundings.

Darius’s eyes darted from side to side. As far as he could see in each direction, the ground was awash in a sea of red. There were thousands, if not tens of thousands, of ants surrounding him. Tears welled in the corners of his eyes and spilt out, rolling down his cheeks before dripping off his clenched jaw and onto the waterproof exoskeletons of some ants below.

Feu Follet slowly began to dim, fading until it was nothing more than a faint whisper of its original brilliance.

“No, please don’t,” whispered Darius.

The orb flashed with a light so bright it temporarily blinded him. The ants responded accordingly and swarmed the trapped man, climbing his neck in multitudes. Darius screamed as hundreds of sharp mandibles clamped onto the tender flesh of his neck. The bites, which felt like every inch of his neck was being pierced by hundreds of hypodermic needles, were mild in comparison to the burning and itching triggered by the toxic venom they injected into him with their stingers. Darius aggressively shook his head from side to side in a futile attempt to dislodge the colony. In a continuous wave, ants swarmed his face, latching onto his lips.

Darius screamed, and a slew of ants filed into his open maw. The sheer multitude was enough to muffle his anguished cries for help. A few ants latched onto and started stinging the fleshy meat of his tonsils, causing the beer that Darius drank mere hours before to rocket out of his stomach, up his oesophagus, and spew from his mouth and nose in a torrent. The force of his regurgitation fortunately, expunged most of the ants out of his rapidly swelling mouth. Higher still, the hoard climbed, crawling into the darkness of his vomit and mucus-dripping nasal passages. They bit and stung his eyelids, which snapped closed, trapping a few struggling ants between the lid and his cornea. They crawled into his ears, biting and chewing their way through his eardrums. The vast amount of venom being injected into him caused a terminal allergic reaction, and Darius went into anaphylactic shock. His blood pressure plummeted. His air passages swelled, and within minutes, his heartbeat slowed and then stopped completely. With the termination of his life, Feu Follet made a few frenzied loops around Darius’s head before darting off in the direction of Jayden and the wrecked waterski.

Chapter 4

Austin was holding on for dear life as Malik sped recklessly down the winding channel. So focused was he on clinging to Malik that he had all but forgotten about the friends trailing behind them. After narrowly avoiding being tossed from their seats while navigating a particularly harrowing bend in the waterway, Malik finally slowed their speed enough for Austin to relax a bit. He remembered his friends and risked a backwards glance to check up on them. Instead of seeing the headlights of Darius’s bike in the distance, Austin’s brow crinkled as he saw something huge submerge beneath the water, just feet behind them.

“Yo, stop,” Austin said. “I think I saw something.”

Malik let up off the throttle, and the bike slowed. “Saw what?” Malik asked, looking behind them. “Where the fuck are Darius and Jayden?”

Austin didn’t respond. Instead, he gazed worriedly at the swirling water just behind the jet ski. For only a second, the moonlight glinted off what appeared to be a well-developed humanoid-looking posterior. As rows of hardened, ridged scales running the length of the body broke the surface. Austin was just about to yell for Malik to get moving when, without warning, a scaly, clawed hand reached up from below the brackish waters, seized him by the ankle, and yanked him off the back seat of the jet ski. His screams were cut short as he plunged beneath the chilly water.

The Letiche erupted from the bayou and made a grab for Malik, with every intention of also pulling him from the bike, but the creature wasn’t fast enough. Malik, who had witnessed Austin being snatched into the drink, saw the monster and gunned the engine. He sped away, disorienting the beast with a powerful blast of water to the face from the jet ski’s rooster tail. The creature splashed back down into the water and bellowed a husky, guttural command before following in pursuit of the escaping wave runner.

A second later, Austin resurfaced in a panic, coughing and choking on a lungful of water he had swallowed after being dragged off the bike. Treading water, he watched in silence as Malik sped away, taking the only source of illumination, aside from the glowing moonlight, with him.

“Malik! Malik! Come back!” Austin shouted, even though he knew his cries for rescue were in vain. With each passing second, the sound of the wave runner faded, and Austin was left to fend for himself. He looked around and started to swim toward the nearest bank, but a rustling of reeds as something large pushed through them before splashing into the water, halted him. His head swivelled to the left, then right, as two more splashes sounded from the bank behind him. He froze, still treading water but trying to splash as little as possible and looked around in alarm. The murky waters around him were placid. Carefully, he resumed paddling toward the bank.

He jolted in surprise when something rough brushed against his leg, prompting him to abandon his cautious approach at exiting the watercourse. He frantically windmilled his arms and fluttered his legs, moving quickly toward the nearest bank. Once again, something brushed against his leg. This time, whatever was in the water with him clamped down on his ankle. Austin looked back to see the powerful tail of what he thought to be a ten-foot-long alligator break the surface of the water. His anguished scream was abruptly cut off as he was aggressively dragged below the surface.

The first of three alligators, after being commanded by the Letiche to deal with the man in the water, viciously clamped down on Austin’s leg. He flailed about below the surface in terror. He reached down his body in an effort to find, and by some miracle gouge his fingers into, the animal’s eyes, but he was disoriented and unable to do much in the way of freeing himself. His world aggressively turned upside down when the gator went into a death roll. When he was ready to give up any chance of surviving this encounter, the beast released him.

His head broke the surface, and he gasped, sucking in a lungful of air. He flailed his arms and legs frantically, the latter of which broke the surface for only a second. Austin screamed when he saw only jagged bone and shredded flesh where his foot used to be. There was little time to register the fact that he was missing his limb when a second, even bigger, gator surfaced next to him and swallowed his arm up to the bicep. Another death roll which, once again, spun Austin like he was caught in a liquid tornado. The creature completed its rotations, and Austin’s arm was savagely ripped from his body. Fleshy strips of shredded meat and tendons floated on the surface of the water as Austin spun in pitiful circles, stubbornly trying to utilise his remaining foot and his unmauled arm to swim away from the feeding frenzy.

The gators circled him. Slapping the water with their powerful tails. Bellowing and hissing their intent. Upon realising that his efforts at escape were pointless, Austin’s only option was to mentally remove himself from the nightmare. He gave up on trying to swim away and floated on his back on the surface of the water. There were stars, so many stars. He couldn’t remember ever seeing these many stars before. His mind flashed, and he recalled a joke he had once heard. What do you call a guy with no arms and legs in the water? Bob. He began laughing hysterically. His mirth was silenced when the jaws of the biggest gator of the group crunched into his skull, popping one of his eyes. He didn’t even have a chance to scream before the creature went into a death roll, and Austin’s head was viciously torn from his body and pulled beneath the surface. Had he been able to, Austin would have been happy to confirm for researchers and scientists that there is, indeed, brain activity after decapitation. His one good eye blinked, and his lips twitched in an attempted smile. Austin inwardly chuckled to himself at his incredibly corny joke for the next five seconds as his head was dragged to the bottom of the bayou in preparation for consumption.

Chapter 5

“Darius, stop playin’ around, man. We’ve got to get the fuck outta here,” Jayden shouted into the darkness. So preoccupied was he trying to locate their phones, or any other useful items, that he had lost track of just how much time had passed since Darius left to use the restroom.

After a few minutes of searching, Jayden found the flashlight Darius had taken next to a tree. He stood at the edge of a grove of mature Cypress trees shining the light into the darkness, trying to locate his friend, who had thought it an appropriate time to play hide-and-fucking-seek. “Seriously, bro. We ain’t got time for this shit.” He waited a few seconds, then shouted in annoyance, “Well, fuck you, then. Stay the fuck out there.”

He was just about to turn and walk back to the wreckage when he saw a pinprick of flittering light drawing nearer. Jayden assumed the light was Darius finally making himself known, but as the light approached, it became evident that Darius was not the bearer of the illuminance. Jayden’s brow crinkled when the thing, which was hovering of its own accord, stopped above a patch of wiregrass 10 feet in front of him. He looked around in confusion, thinking Darius was nearby and possibly playing a trick on him. But, upon seeing no evidence of his friend, he refocused his attention on the pink sphere, which began flashing brilliantly before slowly lowering itself into the foliage.

Still confused but also intrigued, Jayden moved toward the bush, which glowed as if it had been set ablaze. He knelt, pushed his hands into the grass, and parted the vegetation. He was so focused on unravelling the mystery of the glowing orb, he neglected to keep in mind the dangers of his surroundings. A five-foot-long copperhead snake, coiled in wait within the grass, struck out with blinding speed. The serpent’s strike was true and it sank its fangs into the tender flesh of Jayden’s cheek. He shrieked and fell backwards as the snake swiftly wrapped itself around his neck. Jayden floundered about on the ground, trying to wrap his fingers around the animal’s scaly body, oblivious to the other two serpents slithering out of the darkness toward him.

The first to reach Jayden was a two-foot-long water moccasin, which he probably wouldn’t have seen approaching even if he hadn’t been struggling with the snake currently wrapped around his neck, due to the creature being as black as the pitch it slithered out from. Upon reaching him, the moccasin struck out and sank inch-long fangs into his ankle. Jayden screamed, and his struggling intensified. He frantically kicked his legs in the air, but the snake was locked on. Still, more snakes emerged from within the murkiness of the swampland and slithered towards him.

Feu Follet hovered up from the shrubbery and brightened, illuminating the night as well as the approaching serpents. Jayden’s eyes widened at seeing a massive swarm of snakes of varying species approaching from all sides. This was all the urging he needed to stand and make a break towards the wreckage of the crashed jet ski, regardless of the attacking animals. The snake attached to his ankle whipped back and forth with each step as he fled. Notwithstanding the moccasin attached to his foot, Jayden managed to leap over and avoid another strike at his feet from a coral snake slithering from beneath a fallen log.

Feu Follet, and the pursuing parade of poisonous pythons, kept pace with Jayden as he fled. Their number grew en masse as Feu Follet drew more serpents to the foray. Jayden was less than 10 feet from the water’s edge when he stepped on and tripped over the stout body of the moccasin, still grinding its fangs into his ankle. His foot rolled and he went crashing to the ground face-first. His momentum carried him forward and the left side of his face was scraped raw as it passed through a small patch of wiregrass. The fall, and the amount of venom being pumped into his body, started to take their toll. Jayden lay on the ground in pain, his breath coming with laboured effort. The left side of his face was a shredded, bloody mess, and the right side was quickly swelling and bruising, a direct result of the copperhead’s venom. Though it pained him to do so, Jayden managed to crack his eyes open just a sliver and was surprised to see his cell phone, covered in mud, at the water’s edge. The phone vibrated, its screen illuminating, barely visible through the sludge covering the device.

Feu Follet flew in lazy circles above him, pulsing brightly. With what little strength he had remaining, Jayden reached his hand out toward the phone, with no real hope of anyone making it to him in time to save him. His hand trembled as it brushed at the edge of the phone. His fingers caught the top of the phone, and he managed to drag the device an inch closer when, without warning, a huge moccasin lunged from the water. Its mouth opened wide and flashed cotton white in the glow of Feu Follet as the snake plunged venomous fangs into Jayden’s outstretched hand. Blood leaked from the corners of his eyes and poured in steady streams from the wounds he had sustained during the attack. The hemotoxin coursing through his body prevented his blood from clotting properly. He moaned miserably at the searing pain as his breathing became shallow.

Jayden followed with his eyes as Feu Follet dipped low and skimmed the surface of the bayou, revealing what had to be at least twenty snakes swimming toward him. His breath caught in his throat. With what little strength he had remaining, Jayden managed to turn away from the waterway to spare himself the blurred sight of the approaching seafaring serpents. His breath caught again at seeing an equal, if not greater, number of land-dwelling serpents closing in on him. Resigned to his fate, he closed his bleeding eyes, blocking out the sight of the approaching snakes. But the hissing, the incessant hissing, which grew louder as the snakes drew nearer, was a far worse reminder of his inevitable demise.

Chapter 6

Malik fled in a blind panic from whatever the fuck it was that had snatched Austin from the back of the jet ski. At first, he thought that a huge gator was to blame, but when he glanced back, he caught a brief glimpse of the monster. The thing, while it did have some characteristics of a gator in the fact that it was covered in rough scales, had claws and a face full of bone-crunching teeth. It also had identifiable human characteristics, as evidenced by the brawny hand that seized and wrenched Austin into the murky waters.

Still pursued by what could only be the Letiche, Malik swerved down the winding channels toward his home at break-neck speeds, almost wiping out twice in the process. He risked a backwards glance upon reaching a straightaway and saw the cryptid, which he couldn’t believe was actually real, surging up to the surface. The beast used its powerful tail, which swept from side to side, to propel itself forward, easily keeping pace with the fleeing wave runner. Focusing his attention back on the task at hand—survival—Malik looked forward and could see the light from the dock he and his friends had launched from not far in the distance. He was coming in hot and would be upon the wharf within the minute, so he had to ease up off the throttle to avoid crashing into the dock and go tumbling into the drink with the Letiche.

Malik lifted his leg as the left side of the jet ski crashed into the bumpers running the length of the T-dock. The impact slowed the bike enough for Malik to shakily stand atop the leather seat and leap onto the wharf, only seconds before the pursuing Letiche launched itself from the bayou and gouged ragged furrows into the seat Malik had hastily abandoned mere seconds ago. Malik sprinted down the plankway as the creature pulled itself from the water and crouched atop the wave runner. The Letiche bellowed, a sound so fearsome as to cause Malik to falter in his escape. The muscles in the monster’s legs tensed, its clawed feet gaining purchase as it pushed off, leaping with surprising speed and accuracy onto the back of the last member of the party responsible for the death of its father.

The weight of the beast slamming into Malik sent him crashing face-first into the wooden dock. There was a sickening crack, and Malik’s world went black, only for a second. Blood seeped in a steady stream from his ruined nose and busted mouth as he spat out coppery gore and broken teeth. With his little remaining strength, he shakily tried to regain his footing but what seemed to be the weight of the world prevented him from doing so. A massive, clawed hand enveloped the back of Malik’s head, the tips of the talons piercing ragged holes into either side of his face. The claw ground his face into the splintered wood. Malik screamed as the broken cartilage of his nose shifted, and jagged shards of fragmented wood stabbed into the raw wounds of his busted lips.

Release from the pain by the welcomed form of unconsciousness was mere seconds away, but just before he was able to slip into the inky blackness, the pressure of the claw against the back of his skull relented. Malik moaned pathetically as the Letiche grabbed him by the shoulder and roughly flipped him on his back. His eyes widened in fear, and his blood ran cold at the sight of the beast towering above him. The creature hissed threateningly, lowered its elongated head toward Malik and sniffed the air. Bayou water and drool oozed from its snout onto Malik’s bruised and battered face. He blinked away the foamy dribble and shakily lifted a hand in warning as the monster’s head continued to inch closer. He flinched when the creature’s scaly jaw brushed the top of his outstretched, trembling fingers. The Letiche froze. Its yellow-green eyes, filled with hate and vengeance, stared unblinking into Malik’s, which leaked tears and reflected back only fear and regret.

Malik barely had time to register the monster’s attack. He shrieked in pain as the creature’s jaws clamped down onto his hand, up to the wrist, the crushing force of the bite slicing flesh and breaking bones with ease. With a savage shake of its head, the Letiche tore Malik’s hand from his forearm and swallowed it whole. Blood spurted from the mangled stump as Malik thrashed about on the dock, kicking and screaming and trying in vain to escape the wrath of the Letiche. The beast viciously raked its claws across Malik’s chest, gouging deep, bloody furrows into his torso from shoulder to waist. Through the rents in his flesh, bone and other internal organs could be seen. Like the infamous sickled-talon attack of a Velociraptor, the Letiche stomped down with a clawed foot, piercing Malik’s upper thigh. The creature raked its foot backwards, like a dog marking its territory. Malik’s screams intensified as the nails dug ragged trenches into his flesh, down to his knee, slicing through his muscled quadriceps with minimal effort. Malik’s pointless struggling slowed as he succumbed to the fact that death would be his only escape from the pain of being torn to shreds. The Letiche stood over him, blood and gore dripping from the creature’s body. Ripped flesh and muscle were strewn about the dock and hung in tattered shreds from the monster’s claws and fangs. With a final ferocious bellow, the beast grabbed Malik by the shoulder, claws once again digging into his flesh with ease. Its mouth opened as it lowered towards the dying man’s face. The creature tilted its head to the side and, with the speed and power of a gator striking prey from ambush, bit into the lower half of Malik’s face. The creature’s jaws snapped closed with the force of a beartrap and, with a savage shake of his head, wrenched the bottom half of Malik’s face from his skull. Bone and teeth crunched like fresh croutons as the beast masticated Malik’s mandible before swallowing it down. Looking like he had the world’s worst overbite, Malik’s eyes rolled in the back of his head, and he made comical gurgling noises as blood from the savage wound to his face squirted from and ran down the back of his throat. The Letiche, gratified with its quest for retribution, bellowed in accomplishment. Mission complete. Without another thought for the meat bleeding out on the dock, the creature sauntered to the edge of the mooring, dove into, and disappeared beneath the surface of the brackish waters.
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When the Letiche reached the shore adjacent to the cabin its father had inhabited, it emerged from the bayou to the awaiting Feu Follet. The Cajun cryptids made their way from the sandy beach toward the cabin. Follet, in the lead, floated into the cabin to hover lovingly above the lifeless body of Russell. The Cajun Fairy brightened, signalling the Letiche. The beast strolled into the cabin and effortlessly lifted the body from the ground. Exiting the cabin, Feu Follet led the creature deep into the marshland, stopping when they reached a plot of land adorned by two decayed, handmade crosses. The Letiche gently laid Russell’s body atop a bed of Spanish moss and began to hollow out a shallow grave in the moistened earth. Utilising clawed hands and feet, a hole deep enough to contain the body was excavated within minutes. After which, Russell’s remains were retrieved, deposited into the freshly toiled earth, and buried. Follet and Letiche settled in and waited. Before long, a dense, ashen fog rolled in and blanketed the land. The mound of earth Russell had been buried beneath began to glow with a pale blue light. The light coalesced into the centre of the mound and floated into the air. The swamp rebirthing Russell into a cerulean-hued Feu Follet. With his death avenged, the family of folklore beings lovingly greeted one another before sauntering, unhurriedly, deep into the Louisiana bayou to begin life anew.


Pupille de la Nation

By Justin Fillmore

The room was dark, with voluminous curtains drawn across its two-storey windows. A group of little girls, dressed in white Victorian frocks, danced in a circle. Rose petals had been scattered in the centre of the ring. The girls clasped each other’s hands tightly, their pale skin turning red as they skipped.

“A ring, a ring o’roses,

A pocket full of posies.

One for Jack, one for Jim

And one for little Moses.”

They sang in unison as the soles of their shoes tip-tapped atop the wooden floorboards. The bouncing, scuffing, and sliding along the dusty floorboards caused them to separate slightly. Slivers of light snuck through the cracks, illuminating the dust particles in the air. The beams of light came and went as though a fire had been lit at the bottom of a well, deep below the room.

“Round the ring of roses,

Pots full of posies.

The one who stoops last

Shall tell whom she loves best.”

The girls bowed their heads as low as they could, dragging each other to the floor. Thuds filled the empty space. Esmé was last to stoop. The nuances of the parlour game were unfamiliar to her. She shut her eyes tightly and prayed that the other girls had not noticed her. An older girl yelled first, not missing a beat.

“Her, the new girl. She was last!”

“I saw it too!” Another joined in.

“Yes. Yes. Me too. Me too,” the rest of the girls chimed in in chorus, grateful that it was not them who were betrayed by the witnesses. Before Esmé had a chance to protest, she had been shoved into the middle of the circle, crumpling in a heap on top of the rose petals. The circle of girls constricted around her, demanding she confess the identity of her lover.

“Those are the rules,” a scrawny girl demanded. “You chose to play the game and sing the words. Now confess!”

Esmé swallowed, trying to hold back tears. She didn’t know any boys her age. Her silence caused the circle to constrict further. Esmé was within kicking distance now. The flickering faces of young girls loomed above her. “Confess, you hedge creeper. Or suffer the consequences.”

“She’s in love with her own father,” a stout girl suggested.

“So, she is a hedge creeper,” the scrawny girl confirmed.

Esmé choked on her words of rebuttal, mumbling her response.

“All she can talk about is her handsome father, who she swears will return for her soon.” That drew laughter from the circle. The stout girl purred with the attention of the group.

“Oh, you’re one of those.” The eldest of the group spoke now, her pre-pubescence showing on her chest. “Poor girl. You still think your dear pa-pa is coming back for you?”

The girl clasped her hands together under her chin, mocking prayerful supposition. “This is an orphanage, little bird. None of our parents are coming back.” She motioned towards the rest of the girls, who nodded in agreement. “That’s precisely why they brought us here. Best you get that into your thick skull. Marie, give me the clippers.”

The scrawny girl reached into her lace-up shoes and pulled out a small pair of scissors. She handed them over.

“Pin her down, girls. Let’s teach this fledgling a lesson.” The older girl was emerging as the leader of the pack. The circle constricted further, restraining Esmé’s limbs from all sides. The ringleader clutched Esmé around the neck, half choking her. “For not confessing your love, you shall bear the mark of the hedge creeper.” She pulled Esmé’s ponytail loose and hacked at her fringe with the scissors. Esmé’s fringe resembled a frayed piece of yarn, an inch long and misshapen. The crooked cut was framed by Esmé’s shoulder-length locks on either side.

The moment was quickly interrupted by firm knocks on the room’s wooden doors. “Girls! I know you’re in there. Come out at once.” Fear drove the group into silence. The knocking turned into furious banging. “Girls!” The woman’s voice rose an octave. “Open this door immediately or face punishment and a foregoing of dinner.”

The girls exchanged glances. “Rosalie, let her go. We have to run.” The whispers were directed at the leader of the pack. Rosalie stared into Esmé’s eyes. She felt as though she was chastising the hopeful young girl within herself. She had been delivered to Saint Agatha’s Home for Girls with the same naïve trust in her parents. She wanted Esmé to realise this pain, too. Marie shook the girl’s shoulder.

“Rosalie, it’s Sister Isa. We need to leave.”

Rosalie released Esmé and handed the clippers back to Marie. “Let’s go, girls.” Rosalie’s voice corralled the faltering group. “And someone pick her up.” A red-headed girl lifted Esmé to her feet. The group escaped out of a side door, with Sister Isa’s voice reverberating in their ears.
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The girls followed Rosalie through the bricked passages of Saint Agatha’s Home for Girls. The internal system of corridors resembled the arteries of a boar, narrowing and widening as it encountered classrooms and dormitories. She plotted a route to the dining hall with ease. She had done this before, like a parasite lurking in the bowels of the ancient building. The dimly lit corridors were framed by endless red brick and cement patterns.

Esmé felt a gentle shove in the small of her back. It came at regular intervals. The red-haired girl who had helped her to her feet before was making sure that she kept apace with the group. Eventually, one of the corridors widened on both sides. “Nearly there,” came the whisper from behind.

Esmé spotted a figure ahead. The silhouette seemed to be sweeping the floor. The girls ran past it, giving it no notice. As Esmé drew nearer, she was able to discern its features. The sweeper was a woman. She paused and turned to face Esmé directly. Her hair was partly covered by a grey scarf. Her skin had a matching grey tinge. Her cheeks were sallow, and her lips thin. Esmé stopped abruptly, causing the red-haired girl to stumble into her. The two staggered and came close to falling.

“What are you doing?” the girl asked.

Esmé was shaking. A cold sweat appeared on her forehead. She pointed at the woman clutching a broom. The woman was now a foot away from the pair. Her eyes were completely white. She scrunched her face, her eyes rolled, and black pupils appeared. She locked eyes with Esmé, apparently ignoring the red-haired girl. The woman did not blink. Esmé gestured towards the woman again, shivering.

“What? There’s nothing there.” The girl shook her head. “Come on. The dining hall is just ahead.”

The rest of the group was out of sight. Esmé’s legs were aching. She panted as she rested her hands on her knees. “But…” She motioned again, struggling for words.

The girl grabbed her wrist tightly and yanked her. Heavier footsteps were making their way towards them. Sister Isa yelled in the near distance.

“Let’s go.” The girl pulled Esmé again. “You can stare at walls later if you want. If Sister Isa catches us, we’re dead.” Esmé shook her head and followed the girl down the passage. The woman holding the broom watched Esmé intently as the girls disappeared.

The dining hall was filling up from entrances on all sides, like an underground termite nest. A kitchen had been constructed in the corner of the cavernous room. It resembled a small square within a larger rectangle. The kitchen walls ascended three-quarters of the way to the ceiling, giving it an unfinished look. Two stone chimneys ascended past the walls, making their way through the roof and into the sky above.

Pots were clanking, dishes were being laid on tables, and girls were moving in all directions as they searched for their friends. The kitchen staff bellowed at each other through red cheeks and sweaty faces. Wooden benches scraped the floor as seats were taken. A haze of smoke and vegetable broth clung to the ceiling above. The liveliness of the room made it easy to blend in.

The group of running girls—conducted by Rosalie—seated themselves about the room. Rosalie watched one of the doors fixedly, bouncing her legs beneath the table. She hadn’t seen the new girl enter the room yet. She tried to shake the thought of Sister Isa’s wrath. The nun was sure to get the girl to confess if she caught her. The girl would betray the rest of the group—by fear or brute force.

As bowls were being placed at her table, Rosalie noticed the new girl and the redhead enter the room at pace. They sat next to one another, close to the entrance. Fools, she thought, sitting right there. She watched the redhead lean in and whisper into the new girl’s ear. The girl nodded silently, and the pair split up, moving to different tables. Rosalie looked around. A group of nuns had begun to filter into the room. Their presence brought about quiet. Only the sound of footsteps remained.

The nuns’ table was laid last. They took their seats on the benches beside the table. A throne-like chair with intricate wooden etchings stood at the head of their table.

Once everyone was seated, a regal figure entered the room. She wore a red-wine-coloured robe bound by a golden rope above her hips. A pearl-white blouse emerged at her chest, the collar resting just beneath her jawline. It held the woman’s head upright, ensuring that she looked down on her subjects.

Her hair had been clipped, and her head shaved. It shone with a youthful glow. A red cross had been painted on her forehead. Her index and middle fingers on both hands were stained red with the same dye. Her lips were painted white, indistinguishable from the rest of her face. She moved effortlessly, taking her seat on the throne-like chair. She closed her eyes.

The nuns bowed their heads. Their black tunics and white veils gave them the appearance of servants, though, to the girls, they were enforcers. One of the nuns stood up and shuffled to the head of the table. She held a diminutive crown in her hands. It looked more fitting for a child’s doll than a woman’s head. She placed it carefully at the centre of the regal woman’s scalp and spoke loudly, “Mother Superior.” The Mother opened her eyes. The girls echoed the refrain, “Mother Superior.”

Before soup could be dished, a door burst open. It echoed in the silent dining hall. Sister Isa was panting and mumbling. She looked surprised to see that the room was occupied. On seeing The Mother Superior, her cheeks lit up.

“I beg your pardon, Mother. Please forgive my rudeness.” Sister Isa extinguished the torch in her hands and bowed. “Mother, I must confess, there have been girls seen and heard in off-limit rooms. I was not able to chase them down….”

Girls snickered across the room but quickly stopped as the rest of the nuns chastised them.

Sister Isa continued. “I know that I will be able to discover who they are if you would only be so kind as to permit me the chance.” She bowed again, her hands joining as though she had uttered a prayer. The Mother nodded slowly.

Sister Isa patrolled the room like a hound sniffing for weakness. She walked between the tables, glaring into the faces of every girl. If they averted their gaze, she would place a finger under their chin and raise it until their eyes met.

After inspecting Rosalie’s table, she moved on. Rosalie hid her guilt well, but it dawned on her that she had hacked at the new girl’s fringe in anger. Her heart sank in her chest as a wave of nausea rolled through her stomach.

After a few more tables had been interrogated, Sister Isa came upon the new girl. “Up.” She flicked her fingers toward the ceiling. The room of girls craned to see what would happen next. The nuns reprimanded them. Esmé stood. Sister Isa looked at her like a piece of dirt on her shoe. “Name?”

“Esmé,” she whispered.

“Speak up, girl. Let our mother hear you.”

“Esmé, sister.”

“Ah, the new girl. Not here a week and already a delinquent.” The nun shook her head. “Look at this girl’s hair. An utter disgrace.” Sister Isa glanced back at The Mother’s table for support. “Who did this to you?”

Esmé was silent.

“Trust me, this is not the time for bravery. Tell me now or face the consequences.”

Esmé stood resolute, tears forming in her eyes.

Sister Isa’s face was turning red. She wouldn’t take embarrassment in front of The Mother Superior kindly. She rushed at Esmé. “You tell me now, you petulant child. Tell me!” Her arms flapped, and her jowls wobbled, with every word.

Sister Isa was so close to Esmé that she could smell the nun’s perspiration and feel her spittle. Sister Isa composed herself quickly, taking deep breaths. The investigation was taking too long, and the girls had not yet eaten. This would only delay bedtime and further displease the Mother Superior.

“Have it your way. I will now escort you to the cobbler.”

The two left the dining hall as the kitchen staff were directed to serve the broth.
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Sister Isa navigated the labyrinth of corridors with determination. Esmé followed with her head drooping below her shoulders. They passed the nuns’ sleeping quarters and ascended a wooden staircase. A door was nestled in the rafters above. Sister Isa paused at the top of the stairs, waiting for Esmé to catch up. A knocker in the shape of two small shoes hung from a hinge on the door. The nun lifted the shoes and tapped them a few times.

The door swung open. A large man stood in the breach with his hands on his hips. His belly was round, and his arms thick. A brown leather apron hung from his neck down to his knees. It was tied around his waist, pressing it against the stained shirt and ragged pants beneath. He was barefoot.

The cobbler looked at Sister Isa and then at Esmé. His woolly beard and flat nose were all Esmé could see of his face. He wore glasses with additional layers of lenses, giving his eyeballs a marble-like character.

“Fit her for a week,” demanded Sister Isa. The cobbler nodded. The nun shoved Esmé towards the man and shut the door. She could be heard descending the stairs.

Now alone with the cobbler, Esmé looked around the room. It was part workspace, part bedroom. To the left, there was a bed neatly made. A side table stood beside it, with an angled window above, following the slant of the roof. A single candle adorned the side table.

The only seating was a simple chair, big enough for two adult men to sit comfortably beside one another. A book had been left on the sitting cushion. To the right of the room stood a workbench with leather cuttings strewn across it. An assortment of tools hung against the wall above. They were well-used and well-cared for. Various wooden shoe moulds were packed neatly beneath the bench, their child-like scale their distinctive trait.

The large man pointed towards his chair and gestured with his index finger as though pressing an invisible button. Esmé understood. She climbed onto the giant chair and sat beside the book. The name embossed on the spine read, ‘Voltaire’. She shifted her weight and sat with her legs dangling over the front of the seat.

The cobbler knelt slowly in front of the chair and raised some of the smaller lenses on his glasses. He removed Esmé’s shoes and held each of her feet in his enormous hands. He held his palms flat beneath the soles of her feet. He made ponderous sounds, lowered her feet gently, and unfurled a tape measure. He held it along the length and width of her feet before removing a notepad from his apron. He retrieved a pencil from behind his right ear and made some marks on the page. He nodded as he scribbled. The cobbler was careful, with a light touch and a calm demeanour. He did not fit Esmé’s idea of a punisher.

The cobbler stood and moved towards a chest of drawers in the corner of the room. He pulled one open and moved his hands across the contents. Esmé was unable to see inside the drawer, try as she might. The cobbler removed a pair of shimmering shoes. He held them up to the sunlight coming through the window and squinted his eyes. He brought them over to Esmé and knelt again. To her surprise, the shoes were made entirely of metal. They looked as though they should accompany a knight’s armour.

The cobbler turned the metallic shoes over and rubbed them a few times with his apron. He pressed them against the soles of Esmé’s feet. They were warm to the touch. Her toes did not extend past the front edge. The width was to the cobbler’s liking. He turned them right-side up and set them down.

Each shoe of the chosen pair seemed to be shaped from a single piece of metal. They were ankle-high, with two metal straps across the bridge instead of laces. The cobbler loosened the straps by sliding them outwards and placed the shoes on Esmé’s feet. They were cold on the inside. The cobbler tightened the straps with a tug, bent them around the outside of the shoes, and fastened them into small slits in the soles. They clicked into place.

He motioned for Esmé to stand and walk around the room. She did so. The shoes were heavy to lift, placing strain on each leg. They were uncomfortable but not unbearable. The cobbler nodded and opened the door, showing Esmé out. He shut the door behind her. She stood at the top of the wooden staircase and let out a sigh. She was grateful that the man had not hurt her.

Esmé descended the stairs. She felt the peculiar shoes tighten around her instep as she placed weight on each stair. The metal constricted her left foot, and then the right. The pain was sharp, followed by an immense throbbing. She sat down after a few steps and clutched her ankles. They were turning red. She slid down the rest of the stairs on her backside. Once at the bottom, the reality of her punishment set in. With every step, for the next week, she would be in agony. She stood, using the bannister as a support, and made her way to the dormitory. She walked as slowly and lightly as she could.

The girls were silent as they prepared for sleep. There were twenty beds per dormitory, and a matching number of girls, grouped together by age. As the others disrobed and put on their nightgowns, Esmé climbed into her bed without daring to change into hers. She drew the covers over her head and sobbed. Whispering erupted around her.

After a while, she heard a girl get out of the bed next to her and shuffle off to another part of the room. Footsteps could be heard making their way towards her from another part of the dormitory. Esmé felt a tap and lowered the covers. The red-haired girl who had helped her navigate the corridors earlier that day motioned for her to move up, so she did. The girl got into her bed and pulled the duvet over the both of them. She was silent for a time. When she was certain that she had not alerted the nuns patrolling the hallway, she let out a sigh.

The girl clutched Esmé’s hand and held her. Esmé sobbed. It was a long time since she had felt a comforting touch. When she had settled, the girl began to whisper in her ear. She told Esmé that a week’s punishment in the metal shoes was doable. Besides, others had got it worse before. She told Esmé to keep her feet up as much as possible to alleviate the swelling and pain. They finally exchanged names. The girl was Chereen.

As Chereen spoke to Esmé, recounting the madness of the day they had lived, Esmé remembered the woman in the corridor clutching the broom. She waited for Chereen to bring it up, but she never did. Esmé decided to let it go. She didn’t need her only friend thinking she was insane. The girls whispered back and forth, giggling at times. They were shushed by voices in the darkness.

Tiredness eventually befell the two.

“Before I go back to my bed, Esmé, you must forget about your papa. I know it’s an awful thing to do. But he isn’t coming back. None of our parents are. They go to fight for the Emperor from all over France and they don’t return. That’s why we are left here. You must start a new life here. When you are old enough, you can leave and start a life of your own.”

Chereen got up and turned to leave. Esmé grabbed at her gown. Chereen clutched her hand, gave it a squeeze, and left.

The nuns woke everyone before sunrise and insisted that they wash and dress. Esmé cleaned her face, as bathing was impossible with her metallic shoes. Once dressed, the girls moved to the eating hall. They were given a breakfast of milky oats and red tea. Groups of girls were then ushered into classrooms all over the building, where skills were taught. Sewing, dressmaking, cooking, and cleaning were part of the duties afforded to the girls. Midday brought with it lunch and a brief reprieve. The girls were allowed unsupervised time outside.

Remnants of the once-functioning workhouse were strewn about the grounds. Old iron tools were often found in the sand. Misshaped metal rods and half-rusted structures lay amidst the overgrown grass. The building had been repurposed during the War of the Third Coalition to house the Pupille de la Nation. These were children of parents who had died or who had been gravely injured in service of Napoleon. Religious institutions, backed by the Emperor, were allowed to run orphanages and schools.

Saint Agatha’s Home for Girls, under the auspices of the Emperor himself, now functioned as a religious boarding school. The building’s exterior had been given a white coat once upon a time, but it had since denigrated into a paint-chipped, moss-strewn relic. The brick building formed a right-angled cup, surrounding an elaborate fountain on three sides. A dirt road entered the campus beyond the fountain. The grounds were secured by a wall that was ten feet high and four feet wide. An ornate iron gate was the only way in and out.

Esmé treaded lightly to a thick patch of grass shaded by a durmast oak tree. She sat there alone, having been unable to find Chereen in the crowd of girls exiting the building. Esmé picked pieces of long grass as she sat. She leaned back and looked at the underside of the tree branches. She was hypnotised by the sunlight flickering through the leaves above. As she lowered her gaze, her eyes acclimatising to the afternoon shade, a figure appeared next to the tree. Esmé lost her breath, as though she had fallen into an icy pool.

“So you can see me, child.” The figure stepped out of the shadows. The woman wore an elegant purple coat, fastened down her midline with emerald-green buttons. Her thick hair flowed to her shoulders, curling inward. It was also emerald green. Her skin was grey, and her features were familiar. It was the woman from the corridor. This time, she was not holding a broom, and she certainly did not look like a cleaner.

Esmé whipped her head around, checking to see if the other girls were witnessing the same thing. They were either engrossed in their own conversations and musings or they couldn’t see the woman at all.

“Worry not, child. They cannot see what you see.”

The woman sat on the grass in front of Esmé now. Her coat hid her legs entirely. The grass seemed to welcome her presence. Esmé looked into the woman’s eyes. They reflected the flickering sunlight above.

“What is your name?” the woman asked. Her voice reminded Esmé of a summer breeze moving through the woods. Esmé relaxed.

“I am Esmé Dupont.”

“Well met, Esmé Dupont. I am Morana. Some have called me Morta, others Cailleach. Regardless, I have been summoned to your aide. By whom, I cannot say.”

Morana noticed Esmé pressing her hands into her ankles. The metal shoes were taking their toll. Esmé shifted uncomfortably. Morana surveyed the surroundings.

“How long have you been in this place, Esmé Dupont?”

“This is my third week.”

“I saw you running away from someone two days ago. And now you have on these torture devices.” Esmé nodded. Morana extended an arm. Her hand emerged from her sleeve. Her skin was freckled, and her nails were purple, curling upwards. She stroked Esmé’s hair.

Esmé’s eyes rolled back and she was met with a vision of her father. He wore the Emperor’s uniform. He was running through a forest, cannon fire exploding around him. Sand blasted into his face as he ran. Trees shattered as they were struck by the projectiles. Men cried out in agony around him. He ran on until the forest opened around a pond.

He dropped to his knees and removed his soldier’s shako. He looked around before reaching into his navy blue coat. He produced a small figurine made from dry grass and twigs. It was shaped like a person, wrapped in purple cloth. Esmé’s father reached into his coat a second time, this time, removing a piece of flint tied to a small knife. He placed the effigy on a rock beside the pond. He struck the flint with the knife until the grass and twigs of the effigy caught alight. He grabbed it and held it under the water of the pond, muttering strange words. The sounds of war enveloped him. He let go of the effigy and watched it sink out of sight.

The vision evaporated as quickly as it had come.

“What did you see, Esmé Dupont?”

“My father.” Tears formed in her eyes. “He summoned you.”

Morana nodded. “You want to leave this place. Am I right, Esmé Dupont?”

“Yes. More than anything.”

“My power is limited here. I cannot open doors for you, but I can lead you out.”

Bells began to ring in the yard. Groups of girls returned to the confines of the building. The sisters were calling out. Esmé looked over her shoulder and back to Morana.

“Three days from now, I will return to this spot on the evening of the spring equinox.” Esmé nodded. “Be sure to wear those metal shoes, Esmé Dupont.” Morana motioned toward them. “Your affliction will be your salvation.” She disappeared as Esmé made her way indoors.
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That evening, Esmé readied for bed with renewed enthusiasm. She washed as best she could and changed into her nightgown. At lights out, she changed places with a girl near Chereen.

“I’m going to escape this place,” Esmé whispered.

Chereen twitched from the breath tickling her ear. Her eyebrows narrowed in the dark.

“What do you mean, ‘escape’?”

“Three days from now. I am going to leave Saint Agatha’s Home for Girls. I cannot stay here.”

“But how? And where will you go?”

“I’m not quite sure how, but the… umm….”

“Esmé, don’t tell me you saw her again.”

Esmé swallowed her previous words. “No, I have a plan.”

She didn’t want Chereen to think she had lost her mind. She couldn’t imagine the girl reporting her to the sisters, but she didn’t want to take that chance.

“Esmé, how will you get out of the building? The outer doors are locked at night. Not to mention, your metal shoes. You can hardly walk, so you can forget about running. And what about the wall and the gate? Have you forgotten about those?”

Esmé lay still. Chereen sensed her defiant determination in the moonlight.

Chereen continued. “Fine. Even if your crazy plan succeeds, where will you go?”

“I haven’t worked that part out yet. But I will.”

“Esmé, I don’t like this at all. If you get caught, your punishment will be far worse. I don’t understand why you can’t live here quietly. We get fed, we have a place to sleep. We learn things. I will admit that the sisters are harsh, but life could be far worse.”

“That’s just it,” Esmé replied. “You girls are happy to live here like meek little mice. You are too scared to see that there could be more for you outside these walls—a better life.”

“That’s exactly what someone who’s only been here for three weeks would say, Esmé. Once your schemes fail, and your punishments set in, you will realise that this place is better than dying on the street from the cold, or worse, starvation. Out there, no one cares for you at all. You’re nothing but dirt in someone’s way.”

“You think you aren’t dirt in the way here?”

Esmé’s voice was inflamed with anger. Whispers broke out around them. Girls shushed them as the conversation got louder. Another told them to go to their own beds. No one wanted to get into trouble because of Esmé and Chereen. The girls lay in silence for a while, gathering their thoughts.

Chereen began again, this time far quieter. “I don’t like this idea, Esmé. But I know that you are not happy here and may never be. That is a punishment in itself. I will keep your secret.”

“Thank you, Chereen.”
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Esmé made sure not to arouse any suspicion over the next two days. Her feet ached, and time seemed to slow, like the agonising journey of a bug in the sand. At breakfast each morning, she reminded herself that there was a goal, an endpoint, which guarded her against the wrath of the sisters and the jibes of the other girls.

She was certain that the rumours spreading about her being a hedge-creeping traitor were Rosalie’s doing. The older girl had it in for her since their ordeal with Sister Isa. Girls she did not recognise had started to nudge her in the corridors and spit insults at her as they walked by. She would think of her father and Morana, the memories thickening her skin like water poured on leather before battle.

During skill classes, Esmé pushed all thoughts of escape from her mind. She would not betray herself in speech or body language. She ate all of the food given to her at mealtimes, ensuring that she was well-nourished. Patrolling nuns and locked doors were not going to be easy to navigate. She would need to come up with a plan to reach the tree in the garden at nightfall, but she would only allow herself to ruminate on those thoughts once she was in bed. As a result, her sleep was stuttered, leaving her tossing and turning with frustration.

The morning of the spring equinox finally arrived. Esmé sat up and eased her metal shoes onto the floor as the girls readied themselves for breakfast. She dressed and raised the pulley window nearest her bed. The dew glistened on the greenery outside. Sun rays shone through the dormitory windows in parallel beams angled towards the floor. The light seemed brighter and warmer than ever.

Esmé craned her neck left and right. Insects chittered in the long grass while goshawks circled above. Their black-and-white striped underbellies could be seen from below. Esmé spotted the tree where she had encountered Morana three days prior. She breathed in deeply, grateful for the dry air and vegetation.

A hand clutched her shoulder and spun her around at the window. The fright took her breath away. Sister Isa dug her fingernails into Esmé’s skin.

“Come with me.”

Esmé followed slowly behind the nun.

“Our Mother has been praying for you. She has noticed your good behaviour. What’s more, Our Mother has been given a word by God.” Sister Isa’s eyes narrowed menacingly. “God has told her that we must remove your shoes at once and restore you to the community of the faithful. Glory be.” Sarcasm dripped from her mouth.

Esmé was silent.

“Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” Sister Isa stopped walking and placed her hands on her hips. “I think a ‘thank you’ is in order.”

“Thank you.”

“Not to me, you halfwit—to Our Glorious Mother. You can do so at breakfast. Come.”

Sister Isa paused at the bottom of the staircase leading to the cobbler. “Well, up you go.” She motioned towards the door above. “Make sure you come straight to breakfast when you are done.” The nun turned as Esmé ascended the stairs.

Esmé felt as though she had been punched in the gut. Her sun-filled morning was turning grey. Each painful step reminded her of Morana’s words. She was to keep her metal shoes on at all costs. Before she could turn to run, the cobbler opened the door and beckoned her inside with his enormous gloved hand.

Esmé entered the room. The cobbler closed the door and turned to face her.

“Please, I beg you. Leave them on.” Esmé fell to her knees. “Please. Please. Don’t take them off. Just one more day.”

Confusion swept across the cobbler’s face. He breathed out of his gaping nostrils and motioned towards the chair behind her.

Esmé shook her head. “No, please.”

The man picked her up with both hands propped beneath her underarms and placed her on the chair. As he reached for his tools in his belt, Esmé began to sob.

“No, no.” She shook her head from side to side as the cobbler removed her shoes. She tried to push his arms away, but it was no use. Blood rushed into her toes as the metal straps were released. The cobbler discarded the shoes and massaged her feet. Relief flooded over her. The cobbler’s hands were large and soothing.

Esmé realised that this was not a cruel man, but rather, one who simply did his job, no more, no less. At that moment, she hoped that he would become more. The cobbler handed her regular shoes to her and opened the door. Esmé wiped the tears on her sleeve as she made her way to the eating hall.

Once she had taken her seat with the rest, the sisters and The Mother Superior entered. They sat down, a prayer was said, and breakfast was served. Sister Isa locked eyes with Esmé before either could begin their meal. The nun raised her eyebrows quickly. Esmé understood. She walked slowly towards The Mother, feeling the cold emanate through the stone floor. Her bare feet were too sore to shoe. She knelt before The Mother and kissed the crucifix ring on the older woman’s hand.

“Thank you, Mother.”

The Mother Superior patted her on the shoulder. “Glory to God, my dear.”

“Glory to God, Mother.” Esmé had learnt how to interact with The Mother appropriately through observation. Survival demanded it.

Esmé returned to her table. She sat staring into her bowl of off-white porridge. She fiddled with the spoon and pushed the bowl to the middle of the table. She couldn’t bring herself to eat. She tried to gather her thoughts. I can still meet Morana. Surely, there is still a way to escape without the metal shoes.

She sipped her tea instinctively. It singed the tip of her tongue, heating her belly as it settled. She ran her hands through her hair, rustling the strands with her fingertips. Sitting upright, she pulled the bowl towards herself and shovelled the porridge into her mouth like a starved animal.

She struggled to focus during sewing class. After pricking herself with the needle twice, missing stitches, and fumbling with the fabric, she gave up trying. She simply sat and flexed her toes, choosing to remain shoeless.

The housework class came as a welcome relief. Cleaning was easy and required little focus. She and a few others were tasked with sweeping the chapel room and shining the silverware on the pulpit. The chapel room was merely a larger stone room in the bowels of Saint Agatha’s Home for Girls. It was not a separate entity.

The smell of incense overpowered the polish as they cleaned. Esmé found the symmetry of the pews beneath the pillars and archways pleasing. She was able to ignore the pomp and verbosity of chapel mass simply by appreciating the architecture. And it was even more splendid when there was no one else around.

The lunch meal of boiled potatoes, green beans, and beef broth went down well. She flexed her toes methodically as the chapel bell rang. The girls stood up and made their way to the mass.

Sister Isa stood at the front door to the chapel room while two other sisters were posted at the side entrance doors. As the girls funnelled into the chapel, the nuns ensured that they were dressed appropriately and quieted them down. Esmé walked slowly past one of the sisters at a side entrance, inviting her gaze. The sister homed in on her like a trained dog.

“For heaven’s sake. Your shoes, child. Go put them on and return immediately.” The sister grabbed Esmé by the arm and turned her around. Esmé pushed against the tide of girls and made her way to the dormitory with great speed. The sister returned to her guard duty.

Esmé’s hair fanned out behind her as she sprinted. She rushed down the corridors, the voices and bodies evaporating in the distance. She entered the dormitory, sliding on her knees as she grabbed the shoes beneath her bed. She held them in her hand, took a few deep breaths, and left the dormitory quietly.

She made her way to the double doors at the end of the passage leading to the garden outside. As she reached them, she could hear the first hymn beginning. She checked that the doors were unlocked. Daytime procedure was to her advantage. She looked over her shoulder, making sure that she was alone. She removed a teaspoon from one of her shoes and jammed the handle end into the lock mechanism, swivelling it left and right. She then inserted it into the keyhole and forcefully stabbed at the iron internals. Once certain that the mechanism was broken, unable to lock, she concealed the spoon, put on her shoes, and ran towards the chapel room on the opposite side of the building.

The sister who had sent Esmé to fetch her shoes was still waiting at the side entrance to the chapel. She shook her head as Esmé ran past her and took a seat in the nearest pew. The chapel mass followed the same liturgy as always. The Mother Superior led the service as though she was puppeted from above. She read, sang, prayed, and directed the congregation to do the same. Esmé smiled at the thought of this being her last mass.

Dinner time came and went. The sun had set, and the girls readied for bed. Esmé overheard the sisters complaining to one another about the broken lock on the doors at the end of the passage. Apparently, the mechanism would be fixed in the morning when someone could be called upon from Veules Les Roses, the nearest village.

Esmé got into bed and waited. The lights were snuffed. The girls began falling asleep here and there. Nuns patrolled the passages and dormitories for an hour or two until they returned to their sleeping quarters. Esmé’s heart beat in her chest with unseen fervour. She tried to calm herself, but it was no use.

She slipped out from under the covers and snuck into the corridor. It was dark all the way to the double doors. She couldn’t make them out in the distance, but she knew they were there. She tiptoed along the passage with one hand sliding along the wall, and the other held out in front of her.

She froze as she reached the doors. Her hair stood on end like a frightened cat. A nun had been stationed at the broken door. She was sitting on a short stool, propped against the wall. Esmé stood still and stared directly at the nun. She waited for the sister to yell or react in some way. Nothing. Esmé quieted her breathing, and then heard a soft snore as the nun’s chest rose and fell.

Esmé gathered herself. She would have to open the door quietly and slip out. She eased past the sister, one slow step at a time. She was grateful that she was barefoot. Esmé placed a hand on the door and waited. The nun slept with her arms folded across her waist.

As Esmé pushed the door, it creaked open. She stopped, holding it steady. A sliver of moonlight entered the passage. She could see the sister now. The snoring stopped as the nun’s eyelids twitched. Esmé bit her lip and waited. She pushed slowly on the door again. The larger gap meant she could see Morana’s silhouette across the yard. She was waiting for Esmé under the oak, exactly as they had agreed. The silhouette vanished as clouds covered the moon.

Esmé slipped out the door and ran towards the fountain in the middle of the yard. The door shut behind her with a deafening thud. She couldn’t afford to look back. As she rounded the fountain, sprinting towards the tree, she fell face-first onto the stone walkway. She rolled over, gasping for air. She felt warm liquid pouring out of her nose. The clouds shifted with the breeze, revealing the moon. Sister Isa stood over.

“And where do you think you’re going, missy?”
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The metal shoes were tighter this time. Esmé’s head hung lower than before, as though weighed down by her bruised eyes. She barely ate and couldn’t bring herself to reply to Chereen’s questions. She traipsed from class to mealtime and mealtime to class. The chapel room blurred into the form of any other the building had to offer. Sleep was a welcome relief—if she managed to find a comfortable position in which to lie. The ruminations were altered. She kept thinking about Morana’s silhouette under the tree. While Sister Isa had dragged her off to the cobbler in the dark, she had watched Morana disappear towards the back of the building.

A week had passed, and Morana hadn’t appeared to her since. The compound grief and regret of the failed escape were too much to bear. Esmé’s strength waned, and the colour drained from her skin. Her cracked lips were too sore to part, and breathing felt like a chore. When the girls were allowed time outside, Esmé was watched closely by the sister on duty. Esmé would stand under the oak tree where Morana had last appeared and stare at the wall beyond.

With the second week of her punishment came terrible pain. Other girls had even reported the swelling of her ankles to the sisters. They were promptly told to mind their own business. Though her feet were in agony, Esmé said nothing and kept to herself. She followed the usual Sunday morning routine. After lunch, the girls were allotted outdoor time. Esmé stood under the tree as she had done before while the rest of the girls chatted, played, and braided one another’s hair.

That was until a goshawk landed in the branches above. Esmé looked up and stared into the bird’s piercing orange eyes. The bird blinked and took off again. Esmé’s legs began to move. She couldn’t help but follow the bird’s flight. The goshawk flew at head height as it disappeared behind the building. Morana had vanished in a similar direction.

Esmé kept walking until her way was blocked by a fence that spanned the gap from the border wall to the corner of the building. She stood on her toes and peered over the fence, ignoring the pain. The grass at the back of the building was as tall as her. It covered the entire back area, from the fence to the border wall beyond. The goshawk soared over it and landed on the wall in the distance. The grass below it seemed greener than the rest.

The sister on duty had noticed Esmé now. She was moving in the girl’s direction with haste. She yelled, but Esmé seemed to ignore her. The sister began to run, her garments clutched in both hands and held above her knees. The girls were shouting and pointing toward Esmé. Chereen watched the scene unfold. She saw that Esmé was attempting to climb over the fence. The nun was sure to reach her before she could mount it.

Chereen took off and sprinted across the yard. She ploughed into the nun’s legs with full force. The two of them tumbled into a heap on the ground. As the sister sat up, trying to make sense of her aching limbs, Esmé dropped over the wall into the long grass.

“What have you done, you silly girl?”

“Nothing, sister. You ran into me!”

Chereen dusted off her dress with feigned frustration. She concealed her grin as she saw that Esmé was gone.
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The tall grass parted as Esmé strode through it. She spread her arms like the goshawk’s wings as she moved toward the bird. The firm ground gave way to moist undergrowth as she neared the wall. The grass grew greener and thicker with every step until it parted completely. It revealed a pond pressed against the outer wall of the property, like a half-moon. The goshawk fluttered on its stone perch, staring into the water.

A door burst open somewhere behind Esmé. Voices grew louder as the sisters could be heard making their way to her through the brush. She was knee-deep in the water now. It was ice cold and soothed her ankles. She was oblivious to the sisters’ cries, entranced by the goshawk’s pond.

Esmé looked at the surface of the water. The memory of her father drowning the effigy played out on the ripples of the pool. She waded further into the pond. The bank gave way to a sudden drop, and she sank like a stone.

Bubbles rose past her as she descended. A natural spring below had formed the pond above. Esmé held her breath as panic set in. Her arms flailed in all directions until she realised that swimming was no use. Her metal shoes acted as weights as they dragged her down.

Before long, she felt her shoes hit solid ground. She had reached the bottom. She looked up, holding her breath. The pond flowed beneath the wall. Light flickered in the water not far from her. She placed one foot in front of the other and walked toward it. The ground rose at an angle as she moved. The mud threatened to swallow her with every step, but she fought back.

The top of her head emerged from the depths first. She drew an enormous breath as her nose cleared the surface. She kept walking until she was out of the water completely. Droplets fell from her like wax on a melting candle. She turned to see that she was on the other side of the wall. The roof of Saint Agatha’s Home for Girls stood above it in the distance, like a decaying icon.

The goshawk took flight from the top of the wall. Its wings cut through the air with forceful defiance. Esmé watched it ascend until it was out of view. She cupped her hands around her mouth and called out to it. “I am Esmé Dupont and I will be free.”

She set off to find her father.


The Wind Is Your Friend

By J. L. Royce

Ida nudged the shattered plastic cowling with its whirlwind logo and contemplated the corporate trademark. She snorted and kicked it, skittering across the snowbank. Friendship is highly overrated.

A few warming days had transformed the snowy landscape into lustrous meringue contours, painfully bright in the sun. She trudged through the scattering of aluminium supports and fibreglass panels, searching for the control unit and whatever answers it might hold. 

Ida tugged off a glove and removed her phone from the slash pocket of her parka. Camera held high, she panned around the debris field, recording the devastated remains of Northern Winds Energy turbine NWE-47-3.  

“The surrounding forest appears undamaged, which lends credence to the theory of….”

The conclusion caught in her throat. She turned off recording. Structural Failure.

At the far edge of the field, Ida paused to glumly examine the shorn edge of a turbine blade embedded in the ground.

“How,” came a voice from behind her.

Ida whirled. 

He was tall—well over Ida’s five-eight—and smartly dressed in a North Woods shell and snowboarding pants. He lowered his upraised hand and flipped back the hood to reveal coiffed black hair. The taciturn expression beneath the iridescent goggles dissolved into a grin.

“Or, Aanii? Sorry! Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Not at all,” Ida replied, heart racing. 

“What brings you to the Tribal Forest, Ms….”

“Ida Lumikki.” She unzipped and tugged out her ID lanyard. “Northern Winds Energy.” 

“Herbert Tadewi, for the People.” He gave a curt bow, and they exchanged a vague, gloved handshake. “Call me Herb.”

“As to why I’m here…” Ida gestured behind her.

“Yes, about that….” He followed her gaze over the field. “You really should have contacted Tribal Administration for access to our land.”

“Access? Our turbines are built on plots with long-term leases—”

“Well…” Herb studied his boots. “Now your turbine is all over Tribal land.” He pulled up his goggles. “Let me show you.”

Ida brushed her fair hair from her eyes and bent to peer at the screen of his mobile.

“Here’s us,” Herb said, “and here’s—”

“Yes, I see.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

“You weren’t going to carry all this junk—I mean, your turbine—out by yourself, were you?”

“No, I didn’t know it had been destroyed. The output dropped suddenly. Then we lost contact. So I came out to see why.”

“No worries. You’re a repair tech?”

“Lead Engineer for the project.”

“Impressive.”

“Are you being sarcastic?”

Herb looked genuinely hurt. “I didn’t—”

“Never mind. I chose the siting to optimise power production. There’s a tradeoff, you see, between risk and reward, wear and tear versus output.”

“Now you’re wondering if you picked the wrong hill.”

She stared at the devastation. “For me, this is all… personal.”

“So, come back with me to Tribal Admin. We’ll get you all vetted so you can bring in a crew and… clean up.”

“I really don’t have time,” Ida said. “I hiked in from the county highway—the access road isn’t ploughed—and it’s a long way back.”

She considered him. “How did you get here? Were you waiting for me?”

“Snowmobile. I’m parked over there.” He shrugged. “Yeah, we saw you coming by foot—I was expecting someone—so I thought I’d meet you here.”

“You… saw me?”

He gave her an aw-shucks grin. “One of our drones picked you up—heat sensing. We use them for wildlife population monitoring, prey-predator balancing, you know, but they have other uses.”

Ida returned his smile. “And you knew about the turbine failure—the same way?”

He nodded. “That, and our weather imaging. You’ll want to see it. Our satellite”—that aw-shucks grin again—“listen to me; I mean, the satellite we rent—captured some excellent images around the time of the event.”

Ida nodded. “That would be most helpful.”

“It’s not the first incident, you know.”

“No, but I didn’t investigate the earlier failure. And the technician we sent was injured before he could finish the survey.”

“Sorry. That was on Federal land, not Tribal, so we weren’t involved. However… we did image it. The wind pattern at the time disappeared—then re-emerged a week later.”

Ida stared at the debris-strewn field but saw a glimmer of hope. “So, you think this might have been weather-related?”

“I’m no expert….” Herb looked puzzled. “Don’t you?”

Ida snorted. “Look around—the trees are barely touched, a few broken limbs at most.”

“I’ve seen a tornado take out a barn and leave the house. Take out a house and leave the playset. Who knows?”

“A steel mast was shattered, torn out of a concrete slab.” She shook her head. “Wind isn’t that selective.”

“Of course,” said Herb.

Reacting to his expression, Ida said, “Sorry—it may have been the weather, but not the way you think. It was my decision to place these turbines, my analysis. If it was over-stressed, that was my mistake. Unless you can think of another reason.”

He stared. “You’re not suggesting sabotage?”

“There have been threats—”

“We surveyed the earlier turbine failure with a drone, and yes, the damage is very pinpoint. But this turbine was on our doorstep.”

“You have your extremists—eco….”

Herb frowned. “Can’t even say it, can you? We don’t have terrorists—or we’re all terrorists, to some people. We care about the Earth and we protect it—but not by tilting at windmills. Besides, the Tribe gets a commission on every kilowatt.”

“I have a long walk.” Ida turned to go.

“Come on. I’ll give you a ride.”

Ida paused. “You’ll let me review all the recordings, the data?”

Herb raised his hands. “Everything.”

“Fine.”
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Ida swung her leg over the seat of the Polaris and stood, heart pounding, beside the thrumming machine. Herb turned off the snowmobile and dismounted.

He peered at her. “You okay?”

“Sure. Just been a while since I went flying at such low altitude.” 

He patted the midnight-blue chassis proudly. “Nice machine, huh?”

Herb had delivered them by a wooded trail to a spacious storage facility housing snowcats, ploughs, and utility vehicles. Nearby was the Tribal Administrative Center, an elegant complex of wood-beamed wings.

“Here, you can lose a few layers,” he said, stopping by a cloakroom. 

“It’s alright. I’ll just carry my coat….” 

He looked up from unlacing his boots. “Don’t be silly. You don’t want to pass up these moccasins.”

The smiling attendant said, “Five and a half?”

Ida blinked. “Yes?” 

The young man presented her with a sealed bag. “Enjoy.”

Herb donned his moccasins and handed over his outerwear. “We’re very informal here.”

She realised how tumid she felt inside her full winter gear. Ida pulled off her boots and unzipped her jacket and snow pants.

“So much better.” Herb stood and stretched in a bold patterned sweater and jeans. “Ready?”

Ida nodded and trailed along, self-conscious in bilayer top, tights, and slippers. 

Herb noticed her staring around. “Where are the teepees?” he said in a falsetto voice.

She glared at him. “Can we just get to the point? I need to see your footage.”

“Sorry—we do have teepees in the Campground. You can rent them. Wi-Fi, heated floors—”

“Please?”

“Sure—just one more courtesy stop.” 

He steered her into a lounge, where a pretty barista stood beside a gleaming espresso machine. She greeted Herb in familiar fashion, inquired if he wanted his regular (double espresso), and turned to Ida.

“Aanii—some refreshment? Cocoa, tea, coffee?”

Ida succumbed to the temptation of a latte. Beyond the shop, she saw the spacious atrium of the visitor’s entrance. On a ladder, an artist was absorbed in executing a wall-sized mural of Anishinaabe life in the North Woods. She wandered over to watch him: lean and tanned, his long black hair tied back with a leather thong.

“Nice, huh?”

Herb had appeared at her elbow, bearing their drinks. He offered her one.

“Thanks.”

“Randy,” Herb said, “you have an admirer.” When he received no response, he bellowed Randy! loud enough to turn heads.

The artist paused with a frown, then glanced around. His eyes lit up when he saw Herb but grew wary at the sight of the stranger beside him. Swivelling the brush out of the way, he tapped one ear.

“Sorry—my music.” He placed his palette and brush on the scaffold and stepped off, landing easily before them.

The exchange between the two men in an Algonquin dialect was quick and unintelligible to Ida. Herb nodded to her.

“Ida Lumikki, Randall Maheegan. Randy… Ida.”

“Hey,” the artist said. 

Ida smiled. “Didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“Randy is one of our talented artists, and my roommate.”

“It’s beautiful,” she said, raising her mug to the work-in-progress.

“Yeah… for what it is,” the artist replied.

“Meaning?” she asked.

“What the Tribal leaders want to see or show.” The artist looked at Herb. “The drug and alcohol abuse we suffer through are… inappropriate.”

Herb looked exasperated. “Randy…”

“And we can’t have gay Indians cavorting around for the tourists to gawk at, can we?”

With that, he vaulted back onto the scaffold.

“Nice meeting you,” Ida called. The man gave a curt nod, then tapped his ear to resume his music.

Herb walked brusquely away. “Come on, let’s get your access sorted.” Ida followed him to a Security office at the entrance.

Her visitor pass was waiting. Ida peered at the photograph of herself in her familiar parka and scarf.

“Did you—”

“Micro-drone. Didn’t even notice, did you? Totally non-intrusive.” He offered her a colourful lanyard in a Native American motif.

The guard said, “You only have access to Administration buildings today, but keep it—this will authorise your access to the forest.”

“Thanks, Tubs!” Herb said to the burly guard, who grunted, eyes darting between the security camera feeds and a soccer game.

They walked on. Herb said, “Don’t mind him; he treats everyone like a nuisance. At least he comes by it honestly.”

Through a series of secured glass doors, then they proceeded deeper into the complex.

“What about you?” Ida asked.

“Hmm?”

“You and Randy—are you being completely honest?”

Herb assumed a shocked expression. “Oh no—and here I was going to invite you to spend the night.”

“And I can’t if I know you’re gay?”

He grinned. “A sleepover? We could play Truth or Dare? Let’s see how dinner goes, dear.”

The final secure door brought them into a dim chamber glowing with a broad, semicircular wall of displays.

A dizzying array of information confronted Ida: security cameras, from offices to woodland trails; drones streaming views from traffic congestion to grazing elk; weather maps and satellite imagery. Several curved rows of workstations faced the wall. 

Herb led her down a few steps and across, excusing their interruption as they side-stepped across to an unoccupied station. “Here we go.” 

He dropped into a contoured executive chair, raised it for his height, and offered her the next chair. He waved his badge before a scanner, then read a phrase in Algonquin that appeared on the screen before them. His current desktop opened. 

“Here’s the weather data.” He quartered the screen and spun through timelines on multiple recordings.

“Wait—aren’t you a lawyer?” 

He grimaced. “One concerned about the environment. Now watch this.”

Herb tapped Play, and three weather maps came alive, all bearing a circular wind pattern.

“Is it the same storm?” Ida peered at the timestamps. “No, these were recorded over several months. And only the last two coincide with the dates of the turbine damage.”

“Something else unusual.” Herb waited, eyebrows raised. “Maybe this will help.”

He put all the videos on looping playback.

“They all rotate clockwise.” Ida glanced over, frowning. “That’s strange—don’t most twisters spin counter-clockwise?”

“In our hemisphere, yes. Coriolis effect: the answer to so many of life’s little mysteries.”

Ida watched the hypnotic motion of the swirling colours: umber, orange, magenta, red.

“Huh. They aren’t behaving like the tornadoes I’ve seen.” She frowned at Herb. 

Another voice said, “That’s not the best part!”

Ida jumped and turned as a lanky figure in homespun Indian print lunged between them to reach the console. His greying blond hair was tied in a ponytail, his eyes a bright blue.

The newcomer’s hands danced over the controls.

“Ida, this is Mitch Bercowitz—”

“Doctor Mitchell Two Eagles Bercowitz,” he said.

“—our resident meteorologist. Doctor.”

“Hi, Ida.” The scientist squatted on his heels, pushing between them. “Ojibwa great-grandmother,” he added proudly. “I’m the one who caught you coming in.”

“Mitch…” Herb said.

“Wait until you see this.” The northern third of the state filled the screen with aerial imagery. A dotted outline circumscribed the Tribal lands.

“I’m going back a few days before your turbine got slammed,” Mitch explained. “We’re running at about one hour per second.”

At first, the false-colour weather pattern revealed nothing unusual until a bright flash at the end: the destruction of NWE-47-3.

Ida shook her head. “That was unimpressive.”

“Agreed—at the altitude where storm cells normally develop.” His fingers flew over the controls. “Now watch this.”

An orange comma darted around the screen like a dragonfly, lingering here and there, ultimately streaking to the turbine, where it blossomed into a red flash.

“This… whatever persists at very low altitude, practically treetop, and travels at sixty miles per hour. But when it hit the turbine, it was at least an EF-4!”

Herb, who had watched in silence, spoke up. “Those earlier stops—can we find the locations? Was there any damage?”

“Yes, and no reports of damage.”

“It’s fantastic,” Ida murmured. “I’ve never heard of anything like that, flying around independently of the prevailing winds.”

“Yes! You noticed. But wait—there’s more….”

Mitch hit Play again. After the destruction of the wind turbine, the phenomenon flew off across the North Woods.

Herb was sceptical. “So this is like some stealth wind weapon, flying low until it hits a target? Like the lady said, fantastic.”

“What were those other locations?” Ida asked. “I need to check them—the terrain, any damage.”

“Sure, I’ll send them later,” Mitch said. “What are you thinking?” 

“We site the turbines to optimise the energy output. Perhaps that puts them at higher risk of damage, as well.”

“Threshold velocity… local minima… save coordinates”—a series of cross-hairs appeared—“and Bob’s your uncle!”

Herb and Ida looked at each other. He shrugged. Her phone buzzed and she glanced at the notification.

“Hey! How did you do that….”

Mitch gave her a worrisome grin. “Shouldn’t leave your Bluetooth on. Strange phones might pair with yours.”

Ida studied the map and groaned. “It would take days to hike all these locations.” She looked up. “Luckily, I know someone with a snowmobile.”
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The snow was falling steadily when Herb pulled his Polaris up to Ida’s Prius. She jumped off and started clearing the powdery stuff from her windows with broad sweeps of her arm.

“Getting worse overnight,” Herb said over the rumbling snowmobile. “Stay with us; you can get an early start and skip the morning commute.”

Ida fingered the key fob and yanked open the door, showering the interior with glittering snow. She brushed it back out with a savage swipe.

“Fine.” She grabbed the long-handled scraper and started the car, heater on full, then stepped out again to clear the windshield. “I have my overnight bag, and though I’ll miss the Motel 6, I’m sure there’s a room available at the Casino. Hope it doesn’t bloat my expense report.”

“You’ll do no such thing!” Herb said. “You’ll come back to my place. Spicy beans and veggies, fry bread, fresh guac.”

“Can I get online?” The snow was re-accumulating almost as fast as she could brush it away.

“We have 5G now. Netflix?”

“I have work to do.”

“So do I, so do I. Fine; all business.”
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The farmhouse was beyond the town, with its bustling Casino, Hotel and Water Park. The rustic stone and shingle exterior were well maintained but not modernised.

Herb led her through the former barn, now a spacious garage. Ida glanced at the toys: a pair of trail bikes, a low convertible under a protective cover, a pair of kayaks. They entered through a mudroom and arranged their wet coats and boots on drying racks. She noticed the gun vault by the kitchen door.

“Here.” He handed her a pair of soft, moose-hide slippers. 

“You have guest moccasins?”

He grinned. “Only the best.”

Ida wriggled her feet into the cosy softness, a perfect fit with her thick socks. 

“Available in the Gift Shop,” he added.

They stepped through to the kitchen, with its broad French-door refrigerator, gas range, and stone counters. The great room beyond opened to a second-floor balcony, exposing heavy beams around a massive fieldstone fireplace.

“We pulled out a couple of walls and half the ceiling for that open look. Added the fireplace, but the woodwork is original—after stripping off a century of paint.”

Ida let Herb detail the features of the house, his pride evident.

“It’s gorgeous, Herb”—she hefted her bag—“and where can I sleep?”

“Ah… The guest bedroom is just here.” He led her down the hall. “The bathroom’s across there. Hope you don’t mind the ADA features. We had Randy’s mother with us until she passed… The pandemic, you know.”

“Sorry.”

Ida dropped her bag beside the bed and ran her fingers over the handmade quilt. 

“Looks very comfortable. Wi-Fi?”

Herb pointed at a sheet of paper taped above the small desk. “Just scan that.”

Ida nodded. “Thanks so much.”

“Dinner at seven? I’ve got a conference call in a few minutes. Just make yourself at home. Towels are in the bathroom closet.”

Ida glanced down at her soaked top and tights. “Do I need to dress for dinner?”

“We’re pretty informal, but it can get chilly.” He grinned. “So yeah… Clothes.”

Herb stepped out. “My study’s down the hall there if you need anything.”

Ida closed the door and considered unpacking her bag, then dropped across the bed and closed her eyes.
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The shower was large and luxurious, with a combination needle bath and rain shower. Ida set the control to massage and wondered how much a bathroom remodel would cost in her condo. She idled in the warmth, thoughtless of the water, examining all the hair and body care products lining several shelves.

The door suddenly opened.

“Aanii… Showering down here?” It was a man’s voice, but not Herb. “Mind if I join you?”

Ida peeked past the edge of the frosted glass door. A lean, muscular figure, bare to the waist, was bent over the sink. Gleaming black hair splayed over his shoulders as he peered at his teeth in the mirror.

“What happened to your trespasser?” Randy continued. “Hope you didn’t leave her to the storm.”

His fingers went to the button of his jeans.

Ida cleared her throat. “Hello,” she said and closed the door with a snap. She wondered how transparent the frosted glass was.

“Shit! Sorry! I wasn’t expecting anyone else….”

“It’s fine, no problem.”

“I’ll, ah, see you.” The door opened. “Not now. When you’re dressed, I mean.” 

The door closed with a decisive click of the lock.

Ida waited for her heart to slow down, then giggled. Then she grew very serious as an image of the two men naked clouded her mind like the rising steam, the water hot on her skin.
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In sweats and hoodie, Ida dried her hair and then returned the damp towel to the bathroom. She stood in the hallway, naked toes wiggling in the soft slippers, as the muffled conversation down the hall grew more heated. Words like ‘injunction’ and ‘reparations’ drove her away from Herb’s office and back to the great room.

She expected to find Randy in the kitchen, but there was no sign of the artist or dinner. The refrigerator offered an open bottle of rosé, and she filled a glass drawn from the overhead rack. Fortified, Ida wandered the living room, staring at the art: wildlife, including two wolves above the couch.

A chill was drifting into the kitchen from a door ajar. She opened it further to reveal an enclosed passage to another building, which she followed to its end.

The studio was drafty and ill-lit. Canvasses leaned in disarray against the walls and each other. At the far end of the maze was a brighter area, but she lingered in the gloomy setting, examining the paintings. 

Most were nature scenes, like those decorating the house: bucolic lakes and meadows in every season—some featured wildlife: moose, bears, but especially wolves. Near the back wall, she came across a row of easels draped in sheets. Ida slowly unveiled the nearest.

A long line of travellers snaked across a rolling landscape, their bent shoulders, expressions downcast. She unveiled a second work: a hollow-eyed woman held the limp form of a child, both wrapped in blankets. 

As Ida uncovered a third painting, a voice said, “These aren’t for sale.”

She turned. Randy had donned a paint-stained shirt and reeked of solvent. 

“They’re very impressive. So much work….”

He ran the back of his hand over his face, careful to avoid streaking himself with the paintbrush he clutched. “I have a little storefront at the far end of the shed. The tourists like the wolves and bears and Indian maidens.” Randy grunted. “Who can blame them?”

“And this?” She pointed to the first canvas.

“That’s The Trail. And next to it, Lord Amherst’s Gift.”

The next was a spring meadow littered with bleeding bodies: women, children, and braves, some scalped.

“The Response.”

“Powerful images.” 

“Did you need something from me?” Randy asked.

But Ida was staring at the fourth painting, quite unlike the rest. The cosy interior of a cabin was lit by a roaring fire. Four women—blonde, corn silk yellow to bright orange—lounged about in voluptuous disarray, their pale flesh bulging out of half-strung corsets and bloomers. Another scantily dressed blonde smiled at the open doorway, holding a platter heaped with cuts of raw meat: ribs, steaks, hocks. The sole brown-skinned figure in the painting, a girl, cowered in a corner.

“This is…” Ida trailed off. She stared at the open doorway: a vague darkness outlined against an indigo-blue night.

“It’s called The Pinery Den.” 

Before she could ask him to explain, Randy pulled the sheet back over the painting. 

“I should get started with dinner.” He returned to a work-in-progress.

It was a black bear and cub mauling a bush loaded with berries. “This is nice.”

Randy grunted. “If they don’t get to bait a bear with stale pastries and shoot it when it comes to feed, at least they can have a painting.”

He cleaned his brush and wiped his hands. “Dinner—would you like to help? You can make the fry bread.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Randy? Ida?” Herb’s voice drifted down the walkway.

She wanted to ask about The Pinery Den, but Randy pointed the way to the house.

“Every child learns how to make fry bread.”
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Herb pushed back from the kitchen table and grinned. “Well, that fry bread was delicious.”

Ida bowed. “I need the recipe for the honey butter.”

Randy stood. “Very subtle; you melt butter and stir in honey.” He picked up his wineglass and the bottle.

“Shouldn’t we clean up?” Ida asked.

“Later.” 

The men dropped together onto the couch. Ida considered the remaining space and settled across from them in an overstuffed chair. 

“Aren’t you going to start the fire?” Randy asked. He looked at Ida. “Herb loves this.”

Ida glanced over at the fireplace, then back at Herb. He straightened up and stared towards the ceiling.

“Hawkeye, light the fireplace.”

The gas log burst into flames.

“Happy?” Herb asked Randy. 

Ida laughed, then stretched and yawned. 

“Gosh, it’s nine o’clock—are we keeping you up past your bedtime, Norsky?”

“Not at all. I was hoping to hear the story behind that painting.”

“What painting?” Herb asked.

“You know.” Ida waved her glass. “The one, ah, The Pinery Den.”

Herb’s expression darkened. His arm suddenly appeared heavy on Randy’s shoulders.

The artist said, “The loggers, back in the nineteenth century, used to camp an entire season deep in the forest, away from their families, the… comforts of home. So, they’d have a lodge with women to entertain them.

“The story goes: at the end of a season, the loggers had left with the last of the timber, sledges pulling the massive logs to the river. The women took their time packing, but a massive storm arrived early and trapped them. They tried to flee but had to turn back in the deepening snow. They made it back to their lodge, but with six feet of snow, the camp would be inaccessible until the following Spring. There was no hope of rescue, and the food wouldn’t last.”

Herb stood, face flushed. “I’ve heard this story before. I’m going to bed.”

It jarred Ida, luxuriating before the fire with a child-like sense of listening to a bedtime story.

Randy went on. “They grew hungry. Then, one night, the wind rose, the door rattled. Fearful yet hoping for rescue, they opened it—and found a pile of fresh meat. Though they searched around the lodge, their benefactor remained unknown. Overjoyed, they feasted—all but their Indian servant, who refused to partake. 

“And so, the winter passed, with the whores’ greed for their feast growing week by week. When Spring melted the deepest snow in a half-century, and a rescue party could reach them, the loggers were surprised to find the women of the Pinery Den well-fed and eager to welcome them back to their arms. The Indian girl fled.”

Ida leaned forward, waiting for the big reveal, but was distracted by Herb’s angry footsteps. “What’s his problem?”

Randy shook his head. “The tribes of the North called it The Winter of Lost Children. Some of the People said the Old Gods had punished them for turning to the American ways, the American God.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The People think of greed as a sickness. We personified it as the Wendigo, a beast with an insatiable appetite. A cannibalistic appetite.”

“You mean—”

“Herb won’t listen because he says it’s just another example of What the Americans did to us is our own fault. We let it happen.”

Ida was silent. Randy rose and started gathering the glasses.

“This… Wendigo was feeding your children to the Pinery Den?”

“It’s only a story, an allegory we tell ourselves, about self-destructive behaviour.”

“And Herb?”

“He thinks he can inoculate himself against the American sickness, the greed”—he waved his hand around the elegant great room—“and I suppose I tolerate it.”

He stopped in the kitchen before padding up the steps.

“Good night.”

“Nice one, Ida,” she muttered, alone with the half-empty wine bottle. She grabbed it, topped off her glass, and twisted around to stare at the unnatural fire. Upstairs, muffled voices rose and fell. The day’s events fluttered through her mind.

Ida was drifting off in the pleasant intersection of exhaustion and comfort when a familiar, annoying buzz roused her.

She patted her sweats, remembered she’d left her phone in the bedroom (out of courtesy to her hosts), then looked around. 

“Where are you….” Her attention focused on the couch. She flopped onto it, poking her fingers between the cushions until she encountered a glowing screen.

The background photo was of Randy and Herb, arms around each other’s shoulders, standing in a river and grinning madly. The buzzing stopped, and a moment later, a notification popped up: Missed Call. The caller’s name: Trav McNoltie / NWE.

“What the fuck,” she whispered and dropped the phone like a snake.

Ida looked around. No one heard.

“Hawkeye, extinguish the fireplace.”
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Teeth and hair brushed, Ida focused on Mitch’s map data. With multiple overlays, she quickly established that the mysterious wind had lingered near isolated campgrounds scattered throughout the State Forest and Federal BLM wilderness. They were all primitive sites and none had web pages or online reservation systems.

“It likes camping. Well, who doesn’t?” She requested routes to the sites from her hosts’ house and downloaded them, though several could only be reached through private property or via off-road trails.

With a progress report filed and the cosy bed calling, Ida remembered the missed call: Travis McNoltie, CFO of Northern Winds Energy. Searching for him and Herb revealed the men together at numerous social gatherings—not the kind Ida ever attended. In tuxedos with a handful of other men and women, they had attended NWE Board soirées regularly. Several of the women were statuesque blondes; cropping and searching identified them as private investors from Minnesota, representing old money from the glory days of lumber and mining.

She prepared to close her tablet then tapped several new searches. Pinery; Lord Amherst; Wendigo: a Colorado town, a British officer, a North Woods legend. None of it made much sense. Ida yawned and closed.

She collapsed onto the bed, drawing up the luxurious weight of the quilt. Despite her exhaustion, Ida found herself staring at the ceiling, her mind shuffling through the moments comprising that day. Finally ensnared by the image of two men in a shower, she fell asleep.
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Morning came too early, heralded by a rumbling outside and the compelling smell of coffee. In a liminal state, Ida lay convinced she was in the tiny bedroom under the eaves of her grandparents’ farmhouse, in whose kitchen they were sitting, dour and old and totally devoted to each other, the coffee strong and overheated on the stove. 

She opened her eyes. The aroma made her throw back the quilt and bring her feet to the cold floor, fumbling for moccasins, then trotting down the hall and into the kitchen.

The day was brilliant, the sky a cloudless winter blue. The screech of steel against stone stopped; the plough had cleared the drive of a foot of fresh snow. Herb greeted the plough driver and offered him a steaming mug. Ida searched the cabinets and came upon a cache of beautiful thrown mugs glazed in forest green and icy lake blue. She was sipping the hot brew when the door from the mudroom opened.

“Aanii,” Herb said. A wave of cold washed past him and over Ida, and she huddled into her hoodie.

“Morning,” she replied, clutching her steaming mug.

He had a relaxed smile and neighbourly manners. “How did you sleep?”

Ida grunted.

“Not your favourite time of day? Glad you’re awake. Omelette?”

Without waiting for a reply, he opened the large refrigerator and fetched eggs. 

“Sure, thanks.”

Ida stood back and admired his confidence in his task. Herb demonstrated at least as much competence in the kitchen as his roommate.

“Where’s Randy?”

He gestured at the closed door to the studio. “At work already. Want to set the table?”

“Two or three?”

“Randy’s had his coffee. That’s all he takes in the morning, except….” He checked the pantry and grinned. “He’s made off with some fry bread. Shall we warm up the rest?” 

“Sounds great.” Ida arranged the table and sat. Herb filled her in on the road conditions relayed by the gossiping plough driver.

He loaded their plates from the stove and joined her.

“Delicious,” Ida said.

“My secret: fresh basil, parsley….” Herb resumed chewing.

“I’ve reviewed Mitch’s tracking data. The locations are campgrounds. I thought I’d stop by a few today, check for wind damage firsthand.”

“Excellent idea. We’ll take my truck. All-wheel-drive, high clearance, not much of a loss if we total it.” He grinned.

“Not the snowmobile?”

“Fun, but the truck will be… calmer.”

“That’s really helpful of you.” Ida considered him. “Don’t you have some lawyering to do?”

“Sure, but touring the woods is more fun.”

Ida took a deep breath. “But that’s not why I’m here, is it?”

Herb chewed, raised his eyebrows. “Hmm?”

“When were you going to tell me you’re involved with the Northern Winds Board?”

He waved away the question with a forkful of egg. “I oversee a number of investments.”

“Is that why Travis McNoltie was calling you? Late-night investment briefing? Or an update on my investigation?”

“More coffee?” Herb smirked. “You don’t sound heated enough.”

Ida held out her mug. “I just want people to be straight with me. This project… My reputation’s kind of on the line. I did the data collection, modelled the output, sold management on the sites. And now…”

Herb topped off her coffee. “You’re personally responsible for a windstorm. Sounds a little crazy.”

He stowed the carafe and faced her. “I knew NWE would send someone out, and I wanted to be there, learn what had happened. The Tribe has an investment in the company, and….”

“You could have been upfront with me.”

“Fine. If I tell you this, you’ll let me come along with you today and fill me in later if you discover any answers. Deal?”

She nodded.

“This is confidential. NWE is planning an IPO. Some investors are against it, though the Tribe wouldn’t mind. But—”

“Losing a turbine isn’t good for the valuation.”

“Right. If it was just a freak weather event, you must demonstrate you can learn from it. If it’s a fault in the turbine design—”

“It can’t be—and the turbine isn’t my design.”

“If, it would sink the IPO. The more you know about this wind event, the better our chances at burying the bad news and moving forward with the public sale.”

“Fine.” She drained her mug. “Where’s that truck?”
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The old Ford was rusting, big-wheeled, rough-riding, and indomitable. They only needed the plough blade once, where the fine powder had drifted two feet deep across the access road. The ungainly vehicle rolled easily (if a bit unsteadily) over the unplowed roads winding through the forest.

Most of the campgrounds were empty, their roads and campsites undisturbed. None of the trees had fallen, not even broken limbs. At each stop, the pair examined the self-registration logs but found nothing of interest. 

Their fruitless search led them to the last site by early afternoon. This one, at least, was inhabited. A group of Scouts had built a town of quinzees, surrounded by a rail fence of lashed poles. They greeted the visitors enthusiastically, eager to show off their handicraft.

Herb was in his element, remarking how little had changed since his years as a Scout. Soon, he was holding forth at the fire ring surrounded by youth, demonstrating the use of flint and steel. It struck Ida how close the man still was to his youth.

A middle-aged leader stepped over to where Ida perused the visitor log. “Coffee?”

“Gladly.”

“I’ll bet you two haven’t eaten, either. Bowl of red, with some fresh cornbread?”

Her eyes flickered over the belly stretching his uniform shirt. “That sounds wonderful. I’m Ida, and that’s Herb.”

“Your Herb’s an Eagle Scout. He told me. My name’s Lou.”

She followed him to the waiting food and ate standing, enjoying the background noise of conversations and activities.

“Can you help me with something?” Ida asked. “I’ve seen this name—DON—at several campgrounds. He was here just before you arrived, apparently. Know him?”

Lou chuckled. “A she, not a he. A whole bevvy, actually—no offence? Daughters of the North.”

“Who are they?” 

“Don’t know; they were breaking camp fast when we arrived. Said the storm had delayed them, and they had to rush. Minnesota plates—Scandinavian, tall blondes. And a couple of kids.”

“Families?”

He frowned. “Well, not theirs. Or adopted”—he glanced at Herb, serving himself from the chilli pot—“Native American.”

Herb approached with his steaming bowl.

“Where’s your coffee?” Lou asked. “Let me.” He bustled off.

“Daughters of the North,” Ida said. “Ever hear of them?”

Herb chewed a moment. “Sure. It’s like a club for Twin Cities rich bitches.” Realisation dawned on his face. “Ah—DON. Well, I know a couple.”

“How?”

“The Board. Though they don’t strike me as the camping type.”

“Kids?”

“Not the motherly type either.”

“Maybe they sponsor camping trips for youth? Or run a camp?”

“Not that I know of. Why?”

Lou returned with a mug for Herb, who asked him, “Did the Daughters say anything?”

“Not much. They hustled those couple kids into a car, asked how the roads were and drove off.”

“West, back to Minnesota?”

“No—from the app on their phone, they were heading east by southeast.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“We’d come through there.”

Ida fished her phone out. “Could you show me?”

Lou described the roads. “Seemed they were trying to get around here.”

There were no towns or campgrounds evident. “Thanks,” Ida said.

“Not trying to push you off the reservation”—his eyes darted to Herb—“but if you have far to drive, you’d best get started. Weather radio says a winter storm will move through soon.”

Herb nodded. “If I had my sleeping bag, I’d love to bed down in one of those snow shelters.”

Ida rolled her eyes. “Speak for yourself.”
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Herb peered at the snow-packed county road. “Where are we going again?”

Ida scowled at her phone screen. “No service. Wait a second.” She rummaged through her bag for a paper map, folding it to reveal their vicinity.

“I’m sure the DON were trying to get to a small private parcel. I think it’s NWE-48-12.”

He smirked. “You think the ladies had something to do with the damaged turbine? Makes no sense.”

“Not directly, no.” She pulled off a glove and rubbed her face. “Oh, I don’t know.”

“We’ll look. The storm isn’t due for over an hour. Still, there’s no place to camp around that location, at least not for city dwellers.”

“I don’t think they were camping. It’s something else. This all sounds off. What about these DON people—you met them at the Board meetings?”

“They’re rich and they want to be richer. What’s to know?”

“So, they’re greedy. You’re a lawyer. You must like money too, right?”

Herb glanced over. “Environmental law. The Tribe fosters technology consistent with protecting the Earth.”

“Sounds like a marketing pitch.” She cut off his rebuttal with a raised glove. “Okay, okay, so that includes wind energy, though it kills wildlife.”

He scowled. “That’s so overstated. Far more birds fly into buildings. Our turbines are meeting most of the Resort’s electricity needs. We want our neighbours around the State to use similar low-carbon alternatives.”

Ida swivelled in her seat. “Was that Road CZ? We should come to an access road.” 

In minutes, a chain-link fence entered from the forest and ran alongside their route. A gate and sign appeared.

“Here—here! Slow down!”

The truck fishtailed dramatically as Herb jammed the brakes unnecessarily hard. “Satisfied?”

They pulled up to the gate. “It’s locked,” Herb said.

Ida peered at her phone. “You know we put cell phone transceivers on the turbine masts?”

“Sure.” 

“So, service is back.” She looked up and grinned, waving her phone with the familiar NWE logo displayed. “Access.”

“I don’t get—”

The gate clicked and displayed a green flashing light. With a warning buzz and a grating protest, the section of fence blocking their path rolled aside.

Herb shifted into gear, but Ida held up a hand.

“Wait—this is odd. It says the last entry was only an hour ago.” She frowned at Herb. “Do the investors get access to NWE properties?”

“I don’t know! I’m just the guy who takes notes at the Board meetings from time to time. Aside from a few cocktail parties, I’ve never been close to the corporate powers.”

“Until they asked you to spy on me.”

“I was protecting your company!” He released the clutch, and the truck lurched through the entrance, up the rising access road. 

The tyres slipped into the ruts made by previous vehicles. 

“Someone’s been through,” Herb said. “And it looks like they haven’t left. Let’s see if we can clear this up.”

The pines thinned as the truck climbed the rise. The first flakes of snow were falling. As they reached the top of the ridge, the gleaming turbine came into view, bone-white nacelle against the winter sky, proudly proclaiming The Wind Is Your Friend. Its massive blades turned steadily in the brisk North wind. At its base, a pair of shining SUVs stood empty.

Out of the car, the pressure of the massive blades slicing the sky was a fist pounding their chests. Ida pulled off a glove and placed her palm on one hood.

“Does that work?” Herb asked. “It’s been below freezing all day.”

“Still warm.” She brought up the site plan on her phone and studied the map, then stowed it and stuffed her hand back into her glove.

“There’s a rough trail that passes by here, connecting to a substation close to the Tribal lands. The footprints lead the other way, but I don’t know what’s there.”

“Let’s find out.” He started off but paused when Ida didn’t follow. “What?”

“I need a… break.”

“Right. Boys here, girls there.”

They parted, stepping high through the snow.
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Herb whispered, “Well, this isn’t on my app.”

The footprints, large and small, led them to a clearing. They watched it from the forest edge, crouched behind a log, shivering from exertion. 

“What is that?” Ida asked.

The rectangular stack of logs was massive enough to resemble a small building. 

“It looks like a ceremonial fire set-up—a log cabin—a big one.”

Two women brushed a large iron grate. Another shoved a lit torch into the mass of kindling in the base of the log cabin. The three rejoined two others, guarding a pair of small figures. The five women circled the children and joined hands. They began to chant.

“This can’t be good.” Ida saw shadows move at the edge of the clearing and looked up. The treetops were swaying, in time with the voices. 

“Do you understand—” Ida whispered.

“That’s impossible….” Herb was gaping at the women.

“What?”

“It’s an Algonquin dialect.” He turned to Ida. “You ready?”

“What?”

He stood and called out, “Howdy!”

The women whirled around. Two of them rushed to a backpack lying in the snow and lifted rifles; a third stepped forward, raising a hand.

“Stop!” she declared. “This is private property.”

Herb leaned forward, then threw back his hood. “Inge—is that you? It’s Herb, from the Tribal Administration.”

She gestured at the others, who lowered their weapons and moved between the intruders and the children. Inge strode across the clearing toward Herb.

“Mr Tadewi…” She was statuesque in a light jacket, leggings, and knee-length boots.

“What a surprise, finding you out here! I’m accompanying Ms Lumikki from NWE on her inspection of their turbines near the Tribal Forest.” He waved Ida forward.

“You should turn around now,” Inge said. “The weather looks threatening.”

“What about you?” Ida replied. “And what are you doing with those children?”

The tall blonde stared down at her. “Leave now.”

Instead, the engineer veered around Inge and struggled through the snow towards the pair of small, huddled figures.

“Hi!” Ida smiled at the solemn brown faces. Fanned by a wind from the forest, the fire roared into life, and the children shrank back. The Daughters advanced, at first uncertain how to react. A pair grabbed Ida by either arm and bore her away from the children.

“Let her go!” Herb shouted. But when he advanced, the other Daughters raised their weapons. They glanced at Inge for direction, but their leader was staring at the sky. 

“It’s too late!” she cried over the rising wind.

The Daughters followed her gaze to where a swirling white mass approached over the swaying trees. Herb used the distraction to lope towards the unattended children. He reached them as the wind grew to a roar, lifting the powdery snow into a whirlwind around the clearing.

“Get down!” he cried and pulled them to the ground.

Ida struggled free of her captors, who turned and fled the clearing. 

“Herb, look out!”

The kneeling lawyer struggled to keep his balance. The whirlwind was an indistinct grey sphere, spinning with incredible velocity. It grew to ten, fifteen, twenty feet in diameter, descending towards the blazing fire. Herb tried to crouch lower, but a torrent of snow slowly lifted him, arms and legs flailing. Clear of the ground, he began tumbling, then rose and disappeared into the swirling sphere.

Ida screamed into the deafening wind; then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the whirlwind shot away. The treetops whipped back and forth, slowly coming to rest as the wind and its roar subsided. Ida’s sobbing was the only sound besides the crackling fire. 

She stumbled to her feet and made her way to the children.

“Are you alright?” She helped them up, and together, they stood staring at the sky. There was no sign of the whirlwind or Herb. At her back, waves of heat rolled from the fire. 

“We have to go,” she said and guided them out. But as they reached the edge of the clearing, the Daughters reappeared and surrounded them.

“The fool!” Inge snapped. “He should have heeded my warning—now he has become the sacrifice.” 

Two of the women gripped Ida. Inge motioned over a third Daughter.

“Take the children back to the car—lock them in, then return. And hurry! As for you”—she turned on Ida—“you are unsuitable; we’ll have to dispose of you later.”

“This thing you’re feeding,” Ida warned, “will kill you, too.”

Inge’s cold smile creased her hard face, pale as snow. She removed her gloves and cupped Ida’s cheeks with hands of ice.

“The dead cannot die, my dear.”
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The five Daughters shed their coats and resumed their fireside chant. Ida, bound at hands and feet, shivered in the steadily falling snow. The wind rose again, and the pattern of swirling whiteness foretold another event.

Voices pleading, faces upraised, the excitement of the Daughters grew. Ida, at the edge of the clearing, stared at the sky, wondering dully what had happened to Herb. She heard the deep, soft voice of a Great Horned owl and recalled the winters of childhood, the beauty of the twilight forest; then, something roused her enough to turn and glance at the woods, puzzled: it was only mid-afternoon.

A face appeared not far behind her, then vanished.

Ida whirled back to face the ceremony, heart pounding. The Daughters were stripping each other of sweaters and pants, their pale bodies writhing in an ecstasy of anticipation, impervious to the cold. Ida listened to Randy’s stealthy approach.

“Don’t move, don’t turn,” the artist whispered. She felt fingers working at the knotted cords around her wrists. Randy had crawled out of cover, keeping her between himself and the Daughters. 

“Where’s Herb?” he asked. 

Ida bit her lip and gave her head a small shake: No.

When the rope gave way, he proceeded to her ankles while Ida rubbed the life back into her hands. 

“I don’t think I can run,” she said in a low voice, head bowed to hide her face. “How did you find us?”

“Mitch warned that the wind was on the move—called me when he couldn’t reach you. We followed the LoJack on Herb’s beater.” 

He massaged her ankles and again asked, “Herb—where is he?”

“The wind… took him.”

“He’ll be back.” Randy looked grim. “Just crawl into the woods until you can walk.” 

He squeezed her shoulders lightly, then released her. “Don’t wait for me.”

Ida glanced over her shoulder at the sound of a rifle bolt. Randy crawled away, weapon held before him.

The rising wind roared once again, and the whirling mass of snow reappeared to hover directly above the writhing women. With a great sigh, the uncanny apparition convulsed and spewed out a limp mass, which fell to the earth in the Daughters’ midst. It was Herb.

The women greeted the apparition with shrieks of delight. A pair of them dragged the iron grating alongside the lifeless form, and the Daughters fell upon the body, ripping away his clothing.

“No!” Ida cried.

To her right, Randy rose and started forward, rifle raised. His first shot shook the nearest figure, her shoulder jerking, a puff of snow rising from her naked flesh. Yet it didn’t bring her down. Nor did the next shot, squarely in the back. The bullets penetrated the flesh, but the wounds were bloodless. Inge’s attack continued unabated.

Ida tried to rise, but her stiff legs gave way beneath her and she collapsed into a mermaid pose, gasping at the pain. She rose to all fours and stumbled forward.

Randy advanced and fired. The Daughters had left their weapons in their vehicles, convinced the ceremony would proceed undisturbed to its inevitable conclusion.

“Boozho!” he shouted.

At last, Inge rose and faced their attacker.

“Aanii! The white man’s weapons are useless against the Old Ways, boy!” She grinned. “Go, before—”

His first shot caught her in the chest, tearing a pendulous breast. 

She laughed.

Randy aimed lower, hitting both thighs, but Inge was undeterred. Face uplifted, she resumed her chant.

He tossed aside the rifle and waded into the midst of the Daughters, pulling away one, then another. He threw a punch that landed true on a Daughter’s chin, but he howled in pain, shaking his gloved hand.

Ida, meanwhile, had crawled to the tools left nearby. She chose an axe and a shovel, using them as crutches to rise to her feet and hobble towards the fray.

“Randy!” she cried, waving the axe. He broke off and high-stepped through the snow towards her.

Raising it by its metal head, she swung the fibreglass handle of the axe towards him. “Fuck ‘em up.”

Jaw set, he gripped it. Swinging the axe before him, he advanced on the Daughters, the blade gleaming in the firelight.

Whatever had become of their flesh made the Daughter strong but brittle. His first blow removed an arm at the shoulder, the next, a leg at the knee. 

“Not their torsos!” Ida called, frustrated she had not reached the battle. “The blade might stick!”

She arrived to see Randy swing the axe in a long arc and decapitate one of the disabled Daughters, with the sound of a blade through rotted wood. The head separated bloodlessly, rolling away from the convulsing Daughter.

Inge shrieked, “No!” and fell upon Randy. An unharmed Daughter threw herself on the man’s legs, attempting to pull him down, gnawing at his ankles.

Grimacing at the pain, Ida stood unsteadily and brought the shovel down flat onto the blonde head. The creature fell away from Randy. Ida twisted the shovel a quarter-turn and placed the blade against the alabaster neck, leaning on the handle with all her weight. It bit into the bloodless flesh. With another thrust, the neck was half-severed. 

Inge fought Randy for control of the axe. When another Daughter joined the struggle, Ida thrust the shovel handle between her legs to trip her. Before she could dispatch the Daughter, a pair of icy hands gripped Ida’s neck.

She gasped and twisted, unable to dislodge the strangler. Ida spied a bare foot beside hers and brought the shovel down hard upon it, eliciting a cold shriek. The hands loosened; Ida twisted around and thrust up with the handle, catching the creature under the jaw. The head snapped back, and it staggered away, loose-necked and out of control.

Before Ida could catch her breath, the Daughter she had tripped rose to her knees. A blow from the shovel unbalanced her again, and Ida decapitated another foe.

Randy broke free from Inge’s grip. The leader of the Daughters lost her balance and tumbled backwards into the conflagration. Her little remaining clothing caught in the wood and, unable to roll free, Inge shrieked, an unearthly howl as cold as the winter wind, as the flames took her.

With axe and shovel, Herb’s friends dispatched the last shambling Daughter, then rushed to his side.

Half-naked, the lawyer was pale and cold, his limbs akimbo at odd angles. As Ida examined them, he groaned and his eyes fluttered open. 

“How,” Herb said weakly.

Randy, having fed the last of the undead bodies to the flames, knelt beside them, pulling off his gloves.

“Broken arms, legs, some ribs, too,” Ida said.

“Don’t move,” Randy said in a strained voice, placing his hand on his partner’s icy forehead. “What have you gotten yourself into now?”

“Nothing I can’t… handle.” Herb forced a smile.

“He can’t walk,” Ida said.

“Helicopter?” Herb asked.

“The storm’s arrived.” Ida peered up at the snow-filled sky. “Randy, how can we get him back to the truck?”

The artist pulled off his coat and carefully covered Herb. “Gi zah gin,” he said, then stood.

He lifted the axe and hefted it onto his shoulder. “I’ll cut some limbs. We’ll make a pallet, drag him out.”

Ida nodded.

“Sounds… wonderful,” Herb said and closed his eyes.

Ida shook him. “No—don’t fall asleep! Talk to me.”

“It was… I can’t explain it,” he said. 

“Don’t try. It doesn’t matter; we’ll take you home.”

“Get your answers?”

The logs on the fire shifted, sending a vast tongue of flaming embers up to battle the driving snow.

“Nothing I can use without sounding nuts.”

“I could feel its mood, like a petulant child. It was… angry. Destroyed the turbine out of spite when their sacrifice was late.”

“I said, nothing I can use.”

“Well, at least… you learned how to make fry bread.”

“Yes.”

Ida took off her coat and gently bundled his legs.

“I’ll make dinner for all of us soon.”

“Beat them small as the dust before the wind.”

― Reverend Cotton Mather
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