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Introduction 
This compilation covers about eighteen months of stories. In that time, there have been a lot of changes in style and 

ability, and that should show pretty clearly in the text. Some stories are linked – the Death stories are titled to show 

their common protagonist, for example – but most are self-contained. The longer stories, i.e. the ones where I‟ve had 

more practice and gained more patience, are nearer the end of the book. The vast majority of these pieces are flash 

fiction. 

Here you‟ll find angst, swords, witches, Robin Hood, pretentious writers and maybe a little bit of romance. Enjoy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Writer’s Daughter 
He comes home tired, his nerves frayed, and checks all that must be done off his list. 

Hat on its hook. Coat hung precisely next to the door. Fire lit; chair drawn; pen laid to paper; eyes shut and a 

frustrated breath released as the paper stays blank. 

Then he hears the cautious footsteps, the scrape of another chair, and looks up. She smiles and asks him to tell her a 

story, eyes wide and hopeful. 

So he does. He tells her of kings and queens, witches and wizards, cities rising and falling. She listens, enraptured, 

eyes never leaving him; she gasps at the perils of a fairy tale, smiles at the inevitable happy ending. Then she thanks 

him, kisses him on the cheek, and leaves to find her mother. 

He watches her go, then he writes. 

 

 

Pen and paper become a typewriter. 

She still sits opposite him and asks him for a story, but the tales have become sharper, greyer, of war and crime, those 

with too much power and little sense. Still watching him, her face falls as the stories continue. The happy endings are 

fewer now, but she smiles at each one, and he finds himself doing the same. 

 

 

The furious scratching of a nib is now the staccato clattering of keys, but he‟s even now hunched over his 

desk, glaring at the paper as he defeats it with ink. 

 

 

Sheets and ribbons later, she runs her hand over the book, tracing the letters of his name with a finger. She looks 

wonderingly at him, then the cover, and after a pause, her face breaks into a smile. He can‟t quite believe it hims elf. 

She hugs him, the two of them laughing, and leaves with it carefully tucked under one arm. 

 

 

The spines are getting dusty, she notices disapprovingly as she walks. Absentmindedly she runs a finger over them: 

her father‟s name, multiplied again and again. He‟s still here, in the way the furniture‟s arranged and the carefully 

piled first drafts she‟s never wanted to throw away. 

She stands for a moment, looking up, watching the dust motes dance in the sunlight filtering through the window. 

Inhaling the place. Then with a quiet sigh, she leaves, closing the door gently behind her. 

 

 

She reads them again, sometimes, in the quiet between the chaos of her own family. When she does, it‟s his voice in 

her head, and she‟s a child again, being told stories. 

She shuts the book, looks up to where his typewriter is gathering dust in the loft, and bites her lip.  



It‟s heavy, unexpectedly so, and refuses to co-operate; it takes her husband to help her heave it down. He looks at her 

oddly as the door to the study creaks open at her touch; she places the typewriter on the old desk, halting briefly at 

the familiarity of it all, then recovers, giving him a smile and walking to the door. 

Tomorrow. 

 

 

She looks up from the blank page at the sound of footsteps, her daughter peering over her shoulder and asking what 

she‟s doing. Writing, she explains, and her daughter nods, smiles, saying she‟ll be back soon, and quietly leaves. 

She looks at the fire blazing, at the keys she knows so well in front of her, and exhales. Then, swallowing, she begins 

to type, her fingers dancing, like her father‟s but different. She thinks of him then, and she smiles, defeating the paper 

with ink. 

The stories remain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Neighbourhood 
Rain is to be expected, they say. No, I‟ll leave the umbrella; you can carry it, if you like – people seem to find a pleasant 

sort of reassurance in having one, as if canvas itself will prevent the inevitable British weather. 

Let‟s take a walk for a while. You asked me, after all, for a tour. 

It‟s approaching spring, and there are things beginning to flower even this early; the trees are showing signs of life, 

and it worries me as much as it makes me hopeful – snow should still be blanketing the ground; I should still be left 

shivering, all chattering teeth, without a coat. 

This alley… Hmm. Consider us lucky that we‟re here in the middle of the day, is all I‟ll say, and leave it at that.  

There are spices in the air, if you sniff. That hint of cardamom? Yes, I caught it too. That said, the air here is full of 

things – I hear a drumbeat nearby. Ever wondered how something can be alien, and yet, familiar as your own 

heartbeat? 

Voices, too, mixing and melting together. Mostly English. Sometimes not. It‟s like that round here; your ears will 

adjust, eventually, to the sound of cultures fighting for dominance, sometimes blending into each other.  

Mine? Oh, they have. This is my neighbourhood, you see. It‟s in my blood, even if that‟s a curse as much as a blessing, 

and I know these streets like the lines on my palms. 

Is this my home? Oh, that‟s a different matter altogether. We‟ll have to see.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Box 
People who put boxes on high shelves never account for the ingenuity of children. 

Metal scrapes on wooden floorboards. The ladder shakes dangerously as he mounts it, but calms quickly enough; he 

lets out a breath, looks at the clock on the wall next to him. 

2.05. She‟ll be back soon. 

His prize lies before him, on the shelf above the wardrobe, and it almost seems brighter than the rest of the room. He 

reaches desperately, tongue on his lips in concentration; a misstep, a stretch too far, and  the box comes crashing to 

the floor. Along, unfortunately, with the ladder… and him. 

A clatter of metal striking the floor – twice – and a shrill cry. He hits the floor suddenly and painfully, the air knocked 

out of his lungs. Blinking back the tears of surprised pain, he looks to his side, and…  

Something glints in the sunlight next to his desk, and it isn‟t the ladder. Sucking in a shocked breath, he crawls over 

to it – through the items now scattered all over his mother‟s bedroom floor – and manages laboriously to sit up, still 

breathing heavily. He cautiously takes hold of the hilt, feels careful engravings on the leather. He frowns, mouthing 

what he feels; two letters. His father‟s initials.  

His father had a sword? He thought only the hu… 

He drops it as though it burns him, the sound shattering the room‟s hazy silence. Just a mistake, he tells himself, and 

turns over a small piece of paper close to him, reading the handwriting of his father – neat, even when hastily 

scribbled. A sentence catches his eye. 

They said it would be over by Summer’s end. I’m unsure. It feels like it will never be over… 

He remembers the gaunt, pale, mud-and-blood-splattered soldiers limping into the town centre, some of them having 

to collapse on the benches just to stop standing. His mother hushed his questioning mouth and hurried him away; he 

thinks he saw tears in her eyes, but can‟t be certain. She refused to speak of it afterwards.  

His eyes widen, and then they dart to another sentence. 

You must tell him. There is no choice in the matter. 

Must be wrong. Must be wrong. 

He hastily releases the letter, watching it flutter to the ground; then, eyes blurring, he reaches for the first scrap of 

paper he can find, bringing it to him for reassurance that this is wrong… 

A photograph. An old one, of a beach. His mother, hair blowing in the wind and a spot of ice cream on her lips, 

laughing. Next to her… 

He recognises the eyes of the man with an arm round her, gazing at her like he‟s just found paradise. The eyes are the 

same as his,  and the smile, too, is the same. 

He raises a shaking hand to the photograph, barely able to see it now, tears coursing down shame-burned cheeks. He 

sits in the scattered wreckage of a life he has never known, cursing the box and all its contents.  

She lied. 

Human. His father was human. 

 



Death: Three Knocks 
This town has changed, almost unrecognisable since I last came here. I‟m sure it never used to be quite so loud. 

I‟ve been running for far too long; been trying to see everything, always telling myself that I need to do one… last… thing. 

I‟m tired of looking over my shoulder. The soles of my shoes are beyond reparable, and my feet have been bleeding for 

days. 

Perhaps it‟s been long enough, anyway. I‟ve had my chance. 

The front door creaks as I push it open, and dust rises as I take steps further forward; semi-darkness greets me, only a 

little light penetrating dirt-encrusted windows. The house is silent, and my feet are tentative on the stairs, almost 

expecting them to splinter beneath me; there‟s a fair chance of it. This house is the only thing that‟s seemed to remain 

constant, but even now I can hear things skittering on the wood of the floor – the new inhabitants, making it their 

own. 

I let out a breath, closing the door behind me – almost as if it will help – and sitting on the bed. It creaks, another 

layer of dust rising, and I‟m aware that I‟m not the only thing moving on it. 

Another breath. Another. I count them, and I wait. 

Three knocks on the door. Quiet, polite. I straighten, knowing that there is nothing I need to say, and watch him 

enter. 

He smiles gumlessly, reassuringly, and holds out one bone hand. I look into empty sockets, return his smile, and take 

it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Threads 
She is sentenced. Sentenced to sew eternally, they say, until her spirit finally breaks. Or her body does, and lets her 

soul free. They pretend not to care which, but the rough, tasteless bread and water occasionally fed through the hole 

in the heavy door tell her otherwise. 

Her fingers are rough from the thread, and from the repeated wounds the needle leaves as she sews; they ‟re almost 

invisible, barely drawing blood, but somewhere inside her she still registers the pain at this one. A low hiss escapes 

her, and she looks around fearfully, but they seem to have left her. For now. A sigh of relief, and she returns to her 

work. 

Her hands were different, once: pale, slender, powdered. She thinks a long time ago she might have been a princess, 

but the memories are unclear, muddled in her mind. She looks down at her ragged, faded dress, once all whites and 

reds, and decides that she probably was. 

Her hands tremble slightly. The needle bites into her finger once again, and she exhales slowly, drops the cloth; it‟s 

midnight black silk, and she can see the stars in it, sometimes. It‟s for them only, never her – any repairs to her own 

clothes are made with what look like the remains of old sacks. 

She looks up at the window, just large enough to let a shaft of sunlight into the room, and at the walls; she walked a 

circuit of this room once, ran a ruined hand over every stone, and found that it was circular, carefully built that way. A 

tower, perhaps. 

Those outside probably think her dead. It wouldn‟t surprise her. She has long lost track of time, and there is 

only now, here. Moment to moment. The movement of the needle. The silk in her hands. Her own quiet breathing. 

She wonders why she is still young, still has colour in her hair and power in her limbs, and decides that it‟s probably 

their magic. It surrounds this place, invades it, and she can feel herself breathing it in. 

She glances up sharply, the needle leaving one last small wound as she does, at a loud clang. The sound of footsteps, 

raised voices. 

The door crashes open with a scrape of metal, a bang, and she has to shield her eyes from the candlelight; it‟s 

so bright, too bright after so many years. 

No, not candlelight. It‟s a pale yellow, more like sunlight, and there appears to be someone holding it… 

His clothes are strange, like none she‟s ever seen before, and he stares at her with wide eyes, and a hushed, “Oh God. 

Oh, God.” 

She finds herself doing the same, watching warily this stranger with his held light, his strange fashions and his 

muttered, useless prayers. He asks her question after question, voice hurried and low, but she just shakes her head 

and smiles slightly, wondering what “OK” is. 

He sighs, raises a hand to his face, then looks back at her. “We‟ll… we‟ll get you someplace safe. Trust me?” His voice is 

tentative, almost afraid, and he holds out a hand; she notices that it‟s shaking, and wonders why. 

She pauses. If this is another trap, another curse… No. He seems as frightened as she is. 

She begins to move, but the thread is tangled around her hand. She tuts crossly, hastily unwinds and removes it; when 

she has finished, he‟s still looking at her, and his hand is still raised, waiting. She takes it, dropping the sewing that 

was on on her lap, and cautiously begins to follow him. 

She leaves behind nothing but dust, silk, and a few strands of half-sewn thread. 

 



Cain 
The day I leave, it rains. The heavens finally open, leading to a torrential downpour that drenches us as we 

walk to the car, hunched and clinging to each other.  

Tom puts a hand briefly on my shoulder, and I thank God silently for brothers; my face falls as I realise that 

this will be harder than I thought. I look at him as I slump into the passenger seat, hot and cold water 

mixing on my face. I raise a hand to my cheek in a half-hearted attempt to wipe away the rain and the tears. 

“We both knew this was coming,” he says, hands on the wheel as he watches raindrops run down the 

windscreen. 

I swallow, a salty taste in my mouth, and it takes a few seconds for me to speak. “I didn‟t.” 

He watches me for a long moment, and his eyes are concerned; the brown irises combine with the 

expression, and in the half-light he looks exactly like our mother. He looses a low sigh. “You outgrew them. 

You were changing too fast, they said.” 

I study my lap, only glancing upwards as he speaks again. 

“They would have killed you, by the way,” he announces faux-casually. “Without a second thought. 

Would‟ve ripped you apart.” 

“No…” I murmur, voice barely more than a croak. “Not me.” 

“And they would‟ve laughed. Karl, they would‟ve laughed.” A small, bitter bark of his own, and he shakes his 

head, lip curling. “And they would‟ve killed me, too. Don‟t defend them.” 

“But…” I look back to my knees. 

“They told me!” he cries. “Wanted me to join them, wanted me to…” He trails off. 

I hear something scrape, the sound of him taking something from under his seat. I don‟t look up.  

“They gave me things,” he continues desperately. “Told me things. Made offers, and bribes, and…”  

“I know,” I interrupt, through gritted teeth. 

“They told me to kill you, Karl.” 

I shake my head, laugh, but it‟s quiet and cold, and there‟s a hard, twisted knot inside of me. “I‟ve known 

since the start.” 

“What they said…“ 

My voice is louder than intended, the tears still streaming down my face, as I say, “You think you were the 

only one?” 

A pause and an intake of breath. Two separate clicks. 

I look up, into the barrel of his gun, and raise my own. Then I smile. 



Under The Bed 
They used to hide, shiver in the night, be scared of opening their closet doors. We would have tales told of us, 

cautions and threats. Behave themselves, or see us. They‟d ask their parents for just one more story, in an effort to 

keep us away for just a little longer. Light; adults; safety. 

They do no such thing now. They just laugh at any prospect of danger, eyes wide open and minds firmly closed. We 

are obsolete, unneeded, in this era where the real monsters are outside their rooms, on laptops and in the back streets. 

They already know what this world holds for them, their place in the world mapped, all they ever need to know only 

a click away; why bother to explore? Their eyes are glassy, and they complain eternally of being bored. They don‟t 

remember a parent‟s voice, the satisfying crackling of pages under fingers, the words that wormed into their heads 

and stayed there. Terrifying them, tantalising them, showing them what magic was. 

They have no stories, no hopes and no fantasies. Why bother, when a screen will make them instead? They have never 

believed in fairies, and they look straight to their parents when asking for Christmas presents. They open their 

wardrobe door, reach for the back expecting only jumpers and shirts. They are safe from us, safe from dreams. 

So we crawl back under the beds, us monsters, us nightmares from the closet, and we hide from them. They terrify us 

more than we will ever frighten them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Death: The Deal 
It‟s been a long time. The last time I saw you, there was no grey in your hair. Yes, it‟s there, no matter how much you 

hate to admit it. There were fewer wrinkles around your eyes, too; they‟re more obvious with the city lights coming 

through your window. Time has not been kind in its sketches. 

You remember me, I think, from that one, haunted glimpse years ago. It is in your eyes. 

Of course I haven‟t aged. It comes with the territory. 

We made a deal, if you remember – but then, you probably don‟t, and I don‟t expect you to. It was made when you 

first flickered into existence, before you even had eyes to open, ears to listen, a mouth to confirm it. 

All that begins must end. 

I understand that there were no goodbyes; there isn‟t time. Why should you be the exception to the rule? Please, calm 

yourself. I have had an eye on you, as I have had an eye on everyone, for all of your life, and I expected you to keep your 

composure. You always seemed quite strong in the face of crisis. 

Yes, that was a compliment. Even I can give them. Why are you so surprised? 

This will be much easier if it is willing, if you are. Take my hand. 

Take it. I have work to do, others to visit. Do not waste my time. 

Good. There. No, I have no idea what awaits you, and you are right – I couldn‟t tell you even if I knew. It is not my job 

to do so. 

I have a firm grip; you won‟t fall. Walk with me. Yes, I know, it doesn‟t look like you at  all – but it isn‟t you. That body 

is empty. It wouldn‟t have been able to match my strides, as this “you” now can – they span worlds. 

Some find a hot beverage of some kind reassuring at the crossing. There seems to be an irrational preference for tea. 

No? Excellent. It will make this faster. Let us continue. 

You see it, don‟t you? Hmm. I will have to leave you soon… 

Soon… 

Here. Let go of my hand. Let go. You were so reluctant to take it at first, and now you cling like a limpet. 

Cruel? No. I am not cruel. I simply cannot afford sympathy. 

Go. Good. I cannot follow, and I have no desire to. 

Fare well. 

 

 

 

 



Exile 
This is how it ends. 

With his pulse in his ears and his hands shaking on the wheel, his teeth chattering and sweat dripping down the 

back. A prayer and a memory, and a moment, frozen in time in his head. 

Her hand closes around his… 

This is how it ends. 

He moves into the next gear, teeth gritted, road ahead of him and behind him. He moves a hand to the keyring, the 

last reminder; her scent and her voice and her laugh still haunt him. Tears blur his vision now, but he roughly wipes 

them away with an arm, keeping his eyes on the road. 

This is how it ends. 

He glances to the sky, dragging his eyes back to the road, and prays he‟s going to get out of this one driving. He 

doesn‟t even know where he‟s going; he‟s just driving, semi-aware, blind and yet seeing more than he ever has before. 

This is how it ends. 

He keeps driving, and the last remains of his hometown fade, dipping below the horizon. Someone beeps their horn, 

and he knows he must have done something wrong, but he‟s barely aware, eyes on the road and hands at the wheel.  

He drives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Death: Autumn 
I went for a walk one day, and the trees crowded in on me, painted in only dull greens and golds from their own 

blockage of the light. I waved them away, and they stepped back, seeming to relent – or maybe it was just the wind. 

A tall, pale-haired young man on the path was standing, watching the leaves fall from the trees, and he reached out to 

catch one as it fell. It broke, crumbling in his hand, and he looked almost disappointed; I felt a little unnecessary pity 

for him. Then he looked up and saw me, sighing and putting his hands in his pockets. “An interesting time of year, 

this.” 

I nodded, only half-sure that he was talking to me, and was about to walk on when he continued, “So many small 

deaths. Not as many as winter. Winter‟s really my season, but…” He shrugged. Another leaf crumbled as he caught it. 

A little weird, I thought, and was about to hurry onwards when he said, “You can‟t ignore me forever, you know. 

You‟ll have to stop for me someday.” I shivered, wondering who he was, and had to fight the urge to run. Then I 

looked into his eyes, and I knew perfectly well. 

 

 

Death doesn‟t ride a pale white horse; Death rides a stuttering, ancient red Vespa, and has a haircut that looks like it 

was done with only a pair of hedge trimmers and a broken mirror for company. 

Kevin stares up for a few seconds at the lanky youth – looks about his own age – that offers him a hand, and a leaf falls 

on his nose with the smallest of sounds. The dead things have been everywhere, these past few weeks. He brushes it 

off irritably, taking the proffered hand, and gets to his feet with a grunt of annoyance, rubbing his head.  

Wait… 

Shouldn’t it hurt? he thinks, as he sees the awfully hard-looking tarmac that he‟s just supposed to have fallen onto. It 

takes him a moment – maybe it‟s the shock, maybe it‟s that he never realised his nose was that big until he saw it on 

his corpse, or that he never expected there‟d be so much blood - before he catches on. The bike looks pitiful, like a dead 

animal, lying loyally next to his limp form. He looks over his shoulder at the… boy, it looks like, though he‟s pretty 

sure now that it isn‟t, and says flatly, “Oh. It‟s you.” 

Death smiles, a small, slightly sheepish thing, and says, “You can call me Az, if you like.” Kevin swears he – it – shrugs, 

a gesture weirdly…human. 

He shakes his head, slightly sulkily. 

Death raises its eyebrows, huffs out a sigh, shrugs again. “As you wish.” It looks Kevin in the eye, and its eyes are… 

something else. Lands he‟s never seen, horizons that make no sense. He has to look away before he goes mad. 

Death swings a leg over the Vespa, and Kevin absentmindedly notices that the paintjob‟s beginning to peel. “Hop on,” 

it says, holding out a helmet, and Kevin takes it – why the hell does he need it, anyway, considering how he‟s just 

departed from his earthly life? – and climbs onto the back, annoyed and more than a little embarrassed at having to 

put his hands round an unearthly being‟s waist. The two of them begin to putter off, the shocked spectators of the 

accident not registering them at all, and Kevin asks, “Where… where do I go from here?” He hates how small, how 

scared, he sounds. 

Death shrugs, its eyes on the road. “No idea. I just work here.”  

 

 



Marion awakes to a small, steady tap-tapping next to her bed; her eyes open slowly, things staying slightly blurred 

even after she‟s mostly awake. 

She wonders why it‟s still dark – she usually wakes to morning light – but then figures that it must be lightening later 

these days: it‟s getting close to winter, after all. 

She jumps as she abruptly discovers that the tap-tap belongs to the handle of a large scythe, which belongs to a tall, 

hooded figure sitting cross-legged by her bed, on the only chair – the good, oak one she brought here with her. She 

stares at it, nauseous and terrified, and for a moment, she swears it stares back, even though it has no eyes, its neck 

unmoving. 

“Not what you were expecting?” it asks after a long pause, seeming almost  sheepish, and she shakes her head, the only 

thing she can move in her terror. 

After she blinks, in the space of which she swears she hears a very small curse in a guttural language she‟s never heard 

before, she opens her eyes to see a tall, kindly man sitting on the edge of her bed – unnaturally pale haired, especially 

for his age, only just blond, almost as if all the colour‟s been leached away (though there are a few streaks of grey 

round the temples), a friendly crinkle round the eyes. He has the feeling of someone she‟s seen before – maybe one of 

the nurses, she thinks. 

“Better?” he asks. 

“I… I still know what you are,” she says quietly, shakily, and he nods, eyes crinkling.  

“I don‟t aim to hide,” he says simply, “just to make this less stressful for both of us.” 

“Stressful?”she says, unable to calm her outrage, jumping out of the bed and stabbing a finger at his face, “You‟re not the 

one who‟s bloody dying!” 

“Died,” he corrects quietly. “I‟m just here to collect your soul.”  

“Died,” she echoes in a deflated breath, and looks down at herself. Why, she‟s not dead, she‟s young as ever, with the 

killer legs she had when she was eighteen - 

When she was eighteen. 

She turns slowly, regards the body she used to occupy, and cocks her head, the anger draining out of her. “You know, 

I‟ve aged quite well, all things considered.” 

“Good legs,” she hears muttered behind her, and a hand is laid on her shoulder. “We need to leave,” he says quietly, 

and she exhales into the silent room. 

“When do you think they‟ll be here?” she asks, eventually. 

“Soon,” he replies, “and you won‟t enjoy seeing them panic. Come with me. Please?” 

Death begged me, she thinks with a smile. That‟ll be a story to tell the grand – 

Oh. 

She nods, turning to look at him. “Come on,” she says, after one last look at what used to be her, “let‟s bugger off.”  

He gives her a small, curt nod back, and she puts an arm round his waist, making their way out into the grounds, not 

caring that she‟s only wearing a nightdress. Eighteen again, falling leaves crunching beneath her feet. 

 

 



Roy looks up as the newest customer walks to the bar, leans on it with a sigh. They‟ve been getting more customers 

lately – a warm pub is appreciated when the cold snap starts to set in. 

“Long day?” he asks, and the almost albino, pale-haired man nods. The fellow orders a pint of some kind of hideous 

lukewarm lager, handing over the money but only nursing the drink; he meets Roy‟s eye, and something in the man‟s 

gaze unnerves him.  

Death says quietly, “And it‟s not over yet.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Death: Off Duty 
It happens the day I get my hair cut. 

I look at the brown locks lying forlornly on the salon floor and swallow, still uncertain this is really happening. I leave 

the place on shaky legs, taking a deep breath and looking around me, before I decide that I need a walk – to think, to… 

Breathe, I suppose. 

I don‟t know how I find myself on the park bench, idly people-watching, playing with the neat ends of my newly-cut 

hair; I do know, however, that the guy on the bench isn‟t human. 

Since when have humans ever appeared out of thin air? 

He watches me levelly; he looks older than me, maybe early twenties. Or nineteen. Or eternal, ageless. It really is 

difficult to tell. 

It takes me a moment to place him – really, the white horse suddenly grazing on the park grass, apparently invisible 

to all passers-by, the way the day suddenly seems ever-so-slightly greyer, and the impossible paleness of his skin 

should‟ve given it away. Or the black hoodie. Or the fact that, when I ask him what his name is, he replies, “I‟ve got a 

few.” His voice has all accents and none, impossible to place, but it‟s as familiar as a half-remembered lullaby. Safe. He 

smiles, looking to the clouds, and then back to me. “Try Azrael. It‟d probably be a bit better on your tongue.”  

I admit, I‟m slow on my mythology, and I‟ve certainly never known much Hebrew, but it floats back to me then. 

When I find my voice, it‟s small and rough. “Am I… am I dead? Or… dying?” 

He shakes his head, with the hint of a laugh. “Nope. Not you.”  

I don‟t quite know what to say to that. What does one say to Death? “Oh. Off-duty?” 

He shakes his head again. “Trust me, it‟d be pleasant.” 

I nearly forget then, nearly get sucked into the easy, less scary illusion he‟s provided me with – then I fight, make 

myself remember that he‟s not a uni student in a hoodie, not even human. He smiles. “Ah.” He cocks his head and meets 

my eye. His own are amused, I note, and it‟s impossible to tell what colour they are. Many and none; the grey of a 

cloudy day (and now I think about it, I swear I can see sky in them), or maybe it‟s simply that they have no colour. I 

look away, a shiver running through me. He… shrugs, a scarily human gesture, and says, in a way that tells me he‟s 

explained this many times before, “I‟m whatever you want to see. You expect the Grim Reaper, you will find him.” For 

a moment, there‟s a tall skeleton in a simple black robe seated next to me, a scythe propped up on the edge of the 

bench, just like the picture books. Then the image flickers and is gone, and he‟s back in the just-about-human form. 

His eyes stray to a young woman; she‟s pretty, red hair cut fashionably short, wearing the floaty look of summer : 

bright pink high heels and a short floral dress. She walks tall, confidently, comfortably. I wonder briefly if not even 

Death is immune to human charms. 

He turns to me, and his voice has an edge to it I haven‟t heard before. “„Human charms‟ are irrelevant. In case you‟re 

wondering…” He reaches into a pocket and takes out a small glass bottle. A few grains of something that looks like red 

sand are at the bottom of it. “A hit-and-run, as you‟d call it. Five past three, the twenty-second of April, 2012.” 

Not me. Her. 

He looks at her again, and there‟s something almost sad in his eyes, then stands. Those strange, colourless eyes meet 

mine, and he touches my arm briefly. His fingers are impossibly cold, and my skin turns grey where he touches me, the 

blood leaving it. His voice has a strange, echoing timbre to it, like more than one person speaking, as he says to me, 

“When we meet again, we will both be different. You have more time than she‟ll ever have. Don‟t waste it.” He sighs, 

and his parting words send a chill down my spine. “Let us meet next as friends.”  



He steps back, and my skin turns pink again as the effects of his touch fade. He walks across the grass to h er, a hand 

lifted and then let fall in goodbye, and I see his form begin to shift and change as he becomes her Death. 

I look at my knees, debate with myself, and decide. I stand and leave the park, not wanting to see the accident, or 

what her Death is. 

I wonder if Death is ever off-duty. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Palmistry 
You have such fine hands. 

They're miner's hands, crafter's hands, lover's hands; they're agile and long-fingered, made for skating over a piano in 
the in-between hours that are too quiet - but they aren't pretty. 

Like its owner, these hands aren't soft and pampered, aren't used to the finer things in life: your careful fingers are 
rough at the pads from the wear and tear of the days, and there's a scar on your palm. 

It's from that day when you were five, when you were a little too curious about what kitchen knives could do; I 
remember you telling me, your awkward, rough little laugh and your eyes on the setting sun - embarrassed, as if your 
instinct for caution hadn't progressed since then. 

The scar, pale but noticeable, cuts your lifeline in half, the flow of the pleasant little crease interrupted too early - I 
run my thumb over it, hoping (even knowing that it's superstition, that, yet again, I'm being foolish) that it isn't an 
omen. 

Your fingernails are short, practical, a little rough around the edges; they bring back memories of you visibly wilting, 
stumbling through the door, all five o' clock shadow and dishevelled hair, and tired, small, just-a-little-bit-beautiful 
smile. Trying to pretend you weren't carrying the printouts, the facts, the stupid little things you'd forgotten to study; 
those hands, so precise at times, almost fussy, smoothing out the sheets and reciting the names of conditions, of 
symptoms, lips moving without sound. All the times the others were going out, getting drunk, exhausting themselves 
on club floors and strangers' beds, trying to coax you into joining them, and you declined with another of those 
awkward, understated smiles. 

I remember wondering who the quiet one was, remember knowing your face from my course, and I remember offering 
to keep you company. I was your only company, aside from your stacks of paper - haphazard but with some sort of 
mysterious order, judging from the frown that crossed your face, the pause and moment of consideration every time 
you stopped to put materials down. 

Yes, there was a reason I suddenly began to enjoy studying so much. 

You always were "the quiet one" or "the boring one" - said in joking tones, but with a horrible, niggling grain of truth 
in it, at least for them - until that night Jake finally made good on his threat, got you drunk (impressively, 
wonderfully, lyrically drunk) and made you sing. I had to wonder where you'd been hiding that voice all your life; Jake 
just smiled at me, with an almost unnoticeable, devious little gleam in his eye, and I'm sure that he knew, even then. 

I trace your heartline - you did the same to me at that table in the corner, pointing it out, mentioning (in tones that 
were beginning to slur) this little, silly superstition that had always interested you: palmistry. Reading hands, that 
was all, nothing too complicated. Smiling in half-embarrassment, liquid courage perhaps making the words slip out 
more easily, you told me about palmistry, ran your fingers along each of the little lines on my hand. You explained 
every one of them, touch light and cautious - a surgeon's touch, a lover's touch, each meeting of fingertip and palm 
almost a kiss in itself. Your words were slightly stilted, your voice advancing as your eyes did, as your fingers did, 
expecting me to be bored, I think, waiting for me to wander off. 

Instead, I took your hand - you looked up at me, eyes widening slightly in surprise - and recited the names back to 
you. That's when I noticed the lifeline scar, and how wonderful you looked when your smile wasn't timid. 

You weren't the only one who had had a few drinks too many, and maybe it was that that made me suggest that 
maybe we could... go back to my place, if you wanted. See where the night took us. 

I nearly jump when your hand curls around mine, your grip warm and strong, as it was when you stood up, 
introduced yourself with a shake of my hand, on the night I stayed behind to study with you. 

As it was - but gentle, hesitant, as always, even when you were nowhere near sober - on my shoulder, when you shook 
your head and told me, your tone absolute and certain, that I'd regret it in the morning. The Smirnoff talking, you said.  



I looked at your hand, and thought about all the little lines on your palm - because I knew all the names now, didn't I? 
- then back at your face, and didn't say anything. You seemed almost sad, even though you were smiling; you wouldn't 
look at me, not even when you stood up and left. 

I wondered what I'd said to upset you. Certainly, you were the only one in the group that wouldn't have taken me up 
on the offer. 

I smile as my fingers brush yet another inkstain, another penmark: you have writer's hands, too, though you'd never 
admit it. You're too shy about the scribbled sheets, the typed pages, to ever show me many - just one or two that you 
pretend not to be proud of - and you always maintain that there will be time when you're old and grey, retired on a 
little island somewhere and finished trying to save the world one patient at a time, to work on it properly. Maybe 
send it off somewhere, hope it doesn't get laughed at too much. 

You have a gift, you fool; both of us know it, and both of us know you'll never admit it. 

Your hands are large, even as agile as they are, and your skin is a little rough: you were a farmer's son before you were 
ever a doctor, handled a shovel long before a scalpel. In another life, maybe they would have been delicate and 
powdered, instead of made rough by work and pain. Or maybe they would have held a sword well, been calloused and 
trained. I suppose neither of us can know. 

Your father didn't understand your ambitions at first, hadn't been expecting you to have them; his father, and his 
father's father before him, had relied on their land and their crops for their money, prioritised it above all else. You, 
you wanted to rely on books, and letters after your name. He was worried, of course: how would he and your mother 
pay for the university, for the textbooks? How were you meant to fit in with the rich brats, the toffs who'd never done 
a day's work in their lives? 

Your brother already had the farm, though, and he said you should go. Spread your wings, and all that. It was your 
choice. You reassured him with talks of grants and scholarships and changing class systems, and he waved you off 
with a smile, in the end. 

I wonder, sometimes, what would have happened if you'd stayed on the farm, if we'd never met, and I can't help liking 
your father for letting you go, unfair as it probably is. I've wanted to meet him - wanted to meet both your parents - 
for a long time, but you've always muttered a distracted, "Later." 

It always surprises me, the strength of these hands - surprises everyone else, too. They forget where you come from. 

You did a lot of the heavy lifting when we moved into the house, though I did my fair share. You're strong enough to 
hold a cheap pine coffee table; easily, always strong enough to hold me. 

I run my thumb over your knuckles, counting them silently in the dim morning light, and I remember... 

Things were different after the night you turned me down - you met my eye less, spoke to me less, and I wondered 
what I'd done wrong. Jake told me you were being an idiot, of course, as always, blind and dumb and deaf to 
everything but your books, and I shook my head; I thought of your singing and your fingers tracing over my palm, 
gentle as the touch of a feather, and how sad your eyes had been. I said he was wrong, that he didn't understand. He 
was the angriest he'd ever been, and there was something ugly, truly ugly in his face as he spat accusations, spouted 
lies about the two of us and what we were doing when we were "studying". He was wrong, of course - that night had 
been a one-off, a stupid, drunken offer that hadn't meant anything and hadn't led to anything, and after that I'd 
started things with Jake so how could I be interested in you? 

The blow took me by surprise, I have to admit. I'd never seen that side of him before, never suspected it was there. I 
felt something cold trickle on my face, knew it was blood - there was something else, too, from my eyes, and it took 
me a moment to realise that it was tears. I distantly remembered that he'd been wearing a ring. 

He tried to stop me when I ran, but it was half-hearted; he couldn't even look at me, and I think it was because he 
knew what he'd done. 

I didn't quite realise where I was until you opened the door, and looked at me, actually looked, for the first time since 
that night. Your face was horrified, and you took my hand - your grip warm and rough on mine, fingers clenched tight 



but you didn't seem to realise - and led me inside, sitting me down at the kitchen table. When you came back, it was 
with warm water and a cloth, and you spent what felt like hours - though it could only have been minutes - wiping 
away the blood and the tears and the mingling, salty-coppery in-between liquid from my face. Your hands were soft, 
slow and careful; almost like the feather-light touch you used teaching me the lines, but - for once - not shy, a caress 
without joy or lust behind it. I hissed in pain when you applied the antiseptic, and you looked up, seeming to wake, 
eyes sympathetic as they met mine. Then you carried on, your demeanour changing once again. Your eyes were hard, 
your teeth gritted, and I think it was then that I finally realised why you hadn't accepted my drunken offer, why you'd 
seemed so sad. I should have done something, taken action from this strange, small epiphany, but I simply sat there, 
watching you watching me, and trusted your hands. 

It was only when the bowl of water and cloth were dumped in the sink that you crouched down, cupped my face in 
your hands, and asked softly, "Who did this to you?" 

When I told you, you stood up with a swiftness and an uncoiled anger that made me jump, and all I could do was 
watch you leave, my legs seemingly paralysed and my breath having escaped from me. 

Your knuckles. I look at them, inhaling, remembering. The same knuckles that you apparently used to take out several 
of Jake's teeth; that nearly broke his jaw and certainly broke a friendship of several months. 

Marie told me, several months later, that he'd looked at you, leaning on the wall and spitting out blood, and said, "For 
her?" 

You had nodded, not said a word, and walked away. 

I was still sitting at the kitchen table, only standing when you came in and asked me if I was going to go back to Jake, 
though I'd have to be mad and you didn't think you could let me... 

When I asked you why exactly you didn't want me patching things up with him, you looked away, said that it was 
only because of what he'd done to me. 

You were lying. I pretended not to know, and started the walk back to the halls of residence.  

You turn to look at me, almost as if you can tell what I'm thinking, and lay a hand on my cheek, that small, uncertain 
smile on your face again. I remember the same touch... 

It was a few weeks before things were settled with Jake; he was now afraid to come near me, though no-one would 
tell me why, and kept telling me to ask you. An obvious and quite hideous cut had formed across my cheek from the 
ring, a vivid and equally awful bruise accompanying it; I tried using makeup to conceal both, or wore wide-brimmed 
hats, eyes on the ground, when I went out. 

I didn't bother using the makeup when I went to see you - you'd seen it all, cleaned off the blood. I remembered how 
your hands felt. 

We made awkward small talk, seemed to hope that cups of coffee would chase away the ghosts in the room, but it 
wasn't like all the other times I'd sat here, surrounded by piles of paper, the two of us reading comfortably. 

It was the only thing that could come from said awkward small talk, the lack of eye contact and the things floating 
unsaid around us, clogging the air. Yet I still don't think you were quite expecting the kiss, even though you must 
have known, surely, you must have. I felt your surprise, felt it in your hands - unsteady, for once, like your breath, and 
everywhere: on my cheeks, in my hair, at my waist... Too much to do, too little time. 

I made the second offer perfectly sober, and no words were needed when you accepted. 

You whisper that you think they're up, and I nod, sitting up, pushing aside the unfamiliar sheets, taking a familiar 
hand and pulling you with me. You grumble good-naturedly, digging around in the room until you find the pyjamas 
you never wear (for modesty, you say), but put an arm round me as we wander down to breakfast.  

Your parents look surprised when we walk into the room, say that they thought we'd sleep in. "Been awake long?" 
your mother asks me. 



"Only a little while," I say, and smile, reaching up to my shoulder. I clasp your hand, tracing your heartline.  

I know exactly where it is. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Cracks 
The cracks on the old window spiderwebbed, elegant little fingers reaching across the glass and forming beautiful, 

twisted patterns. 

It had been on a wet Wednesday, walking home from school down a rarely-used street, that Lil had noticed it, and 

now she ran a hand across it, slightly open-mouthed. What could have caused it – a stray ball, an enraged fist? 

None of these things, in fact. 

 

 

Daniel gasped for air as he was slammed back against the window, praying his heavy coat had softened the blow. If he 

fell through some poor soul‟s window… 

He looked down at the hands gripping his collar, the knuckles only slightly whiter than his own face, and swallowed. 

“Gentlemen…” he began, with a nervous lick of his lips. 

The response was a rough laugh close to his ear, and he smelled fetid breath. “Many things, we are, but gentlemen?” 

Daniel heard a mutter of something that sounded very much like “Pull the other one” from another of them, and then 

he was wrenched from the window, nearly losing his footing. He looked back at the window – there was only a small 

crack, a jagged line, not nearly as bad as the damage could have been. 

He was brought back to that same foul-smelling mouth, now wearing a black-toothed smile. “Please…” he tried one last 

time, his eyes wide and pleading. “I only maintain his books.”  

That same scummy laugh, and then the leader replied, obviously enjoying himself, “You have debts you owe. Begging 

for your life won‟t pay „em.” 

Daniel halted abruptly, his struggling stopping, and his voice became very, very quiet. “I know,” he said, eventually. “I 

was begging for yours.” 

Another scraping laugh, and then one of them reached out a foot in what would have been a hard, very painful kick – 

except it didn‟t connect with clothed flesh. No, instead there was something… else. 

Funny all the things a greatcoat could hide, Daniel mused, even through the pain. 

A sudden cry of alarm rose, most of them stepping back, and Daniel took his opportunity, pushing his greatcoat aside 

and drawing with a steady, practised hand. 

They should have stopped to wonder why an accountant had such scarred hands, such excellent posture. 

The blade was simple, nothing fussy – only leather wrapped around the hilt, no decoration, made for stabbing rather 

than finesse – but sharp and obviously well-maintained. Even in the darkness of a winter‟s night, it gleamed as it 

briefly caught the light of a nearby gas lamp. 

Many turned and ran. One or two hung back, waiting for events to unfold. Only the leader stepped forward, grinning 

like a man with a deathwish. 

Well, at that moment, Daniel was very happy to oblige. 

The man was big, very big, in a way Daniel had never been even at his peak; but he hadn‟t let himself go too badly to 

seed, and the element of surprise and a pair of swift feet were enough to switch their positions. Suddenly,  it was the 

thug who hit the glass with a resounding crack, and it was Daniel‟s blade at his throat, Daniel watching him without 

compassion. Strength would barely matter here – if the man moved an inch, it would be very, very unfortunate for his 



throat. “My debts are paid,” Daniel stated firmly. “I think, my good man, that you should run along and tell Mr. 

Farson, don‟t you?” 

A moment where their eyes met, and it could have gone in either direction, then Farson‟s “hired help” nodded. Daniel 

stepped back, consciously not sheathing the blade – he let it rest in his hand, at his side, deceptively casually. He 

breathed a sigh of relief when the other man walked (not quite a run; too proud for that, Daniel supposed) swiftly 

from the scene. 

Daniel managed to sheathe the sword before he bent over, holding a trembling hand to his back, his eyes watering. He 

had to steady himself by putting a hand to the window, and he noticed belatedly that the glass was rough under his 

fingers. 

He looked up to see a brutal, scrawled web of cracks where the thug had hit the window, and was unsure whether to 

feel guilty or very, very pleased. Straightening after a long moment, breathing heavily and wiping blood from his 

mouth, he began the long, limping walk home. 

 

 

Amelia looked up as he entered the door, and he could determine only too well from her wide eyes and the sudden 

tremble in her hands what he looked like. Then her eyes turned hard, and she marched up to him, pulling the coat 

aside and glaring at the sword. “You shouldn‟t be carrying it,” she told him curtly, and he nodded, distantly 

wondering whether there was blood on his moustache. 

She was right, of course. Those days were over, and it wasn‟t exactly an ordinary thing to have on one‟s person. He 

opened his mouth to try and explain, but before a word came out of his mouth she had his coat off, hanging it by the 

door, and was unfastening the sword from his hip with familiar ease. She pushed him into an armchair, and he 

complied, sinking into it with a sigh and watching the fire. 

That was, until she came into his view, her eyes shining far, far too brightly in the firelight. “You  knew Farson‟s books 

were corrupt as rot. You knew and yet you worked for him… bought from him this house…” She gestured around 

them, the motion despairing. “You knew this would happen. He had to be seeking payment, and yet…”  

He took it upon himself to say… something, then, and his reply was quiet. “No longer. Some of his men… visited me, 

tonight. I had been expecting it…” He waved a hand at the sword. “Not unprepared, no, yet surprised.” 

She looked at the blade and then to him, the question phrased in her eyes. 

“No,” he sighed, “no blood was spilled. It was… closer than I would have liked, however. I doubt they will be 

bothering us again.” He closed his eyes, exhaling heavily before he could open them again. “Forgive me.”  

She glanced upwards, as if she could see the children where they were sleeping, and then at him, levelly and clearly, 

the fire and the war reflected in her gaze. She took the chair opposite, resumed her knitting, and then replied quietly, 

“Always.” 

 

 

 

 



Per Annum 
A chill wind blows through London, and she adjusts her scarf, her teeth chattering slightly, her gaze fixed ahead until 

she hears footsteps behind her. She turns, tensing – but it relaxes into a pleased smile at the sight of her follower. 

“How long has it been?” she asks. 

Next to her, Andy gives an easy smile, catching up to her with a couple of steps, and replies, “Too long. A lot can 

happen in a year.” 

They walk on, the streets unusually quiet, the only sounds their footsteps and the odd vehicle driving by. 

He puts his hands in the pockets of his coat and sighs, darting a glance to the sky. His breath steams in the winter air. 

“I saw Carla today.” It‟s said matter-of-factly, but she‟s known him for too many years to miss the notes of curiosity 

and of anxiety in his tone. 

She shakes her head. “You‟re my little brother. I‟m meant to protect you. Stop worrying.” 

He frowns. “A little late for that, isn‟t it?” 

She stops to look at him, hurt crossing her face. “A little late to protect you, or for you to worry?”  

He gives her a smile, but there‟s no warmth in it. “From what I hear, she has keys to the flat.” When she doesn‟t 

contradict him, he adds, “And I suppose her toothbrush is in the mug, too?”  

She closes her eyes, huffing an exasperated outbreath. “You have no right to be jealous. You moved on. Besides, you 

know what she is to me.” 

He watches her for a long moment, only looking away as they pass a glowing pumpkin. His mouth twists into a smile 

that‟s nostalgia and pain all at once – for far away years of terrible homemade costumes; nausea from overdosing on 

chocolate; holding tightly to his sister‟s hand and shrinking away from the older kids. His gaze moves back to her, and 

their eyes meet – the memories are a shared thing, flickering in the air between them like an old, grainy movie. 

“Don‟t think I ever really understood this night when I was young,” he says at last. “Too busy getting wrapped up in 

the tat and the treats.” He swallows. “Are you happy?” 

“What?” she asks, confused. 

“Does she make you happy?” 

“Yes,” she replies firmly, nodding, and his sudden seriousness breaks into a relieved smile. 

“Tell her I approve,” he orders her as they walk past the twisted metal gates, tall and imposing in the darkness.  

“I think that might scare her a little,” she says with a rough, pathetic attempt at a laugh. 

The sadness in his eyes nearly breaks her, and then it‟s shuttered over with his usual flippancy. His smile is small and 

fragile. “Probably.” He looks to the horizon, his eyes worried. “Nearly dawn,” he says, and she nods. They come to 

their destination, and he gazes down at the uncut grass, his mouth a miserable line. 

All Hallow‟s Eve. The night the dead can cross the boundary between themselves and the living, and it‟s nearly at an 

end. 

They gaze at the stone – it‟s small, nothing fancy; but it‟s practical and careworn, very like the man that lies under it 

used to be. His eyes trace the letters, and then he looks at her. “Another year,” he says, struggling to keep the despair 

out of his voice. 

She nods slowly. “I know.” She turns to him, and suddenly the words spill out: “God, I miss you.”  



He steps forward, puts his arms round her; she feels nothing, of course, though perhaps the night is a little colder, and 

she has enough memories of hugs like these to remember an echo. She closes her eyes as he speaks, his voice quiet. 

“Me too, sis. Me too.” 

Then he‟s gone, and she‟s alone again in the graveyard, looking at the lightening sky. She runs a gentle hand along the 

top of the headstone, remembering her brother. Then she walks away from that place, preparing herself to live for 

another year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Light 
A whine, rising as the sparks do; a flash of light and a moment of perfect, blinding clarity, then the firework fizzles, 

fades and drops. 

He sighs, pulling his briefcase closer to his body, just yet another weary traveller. The streets are soaked, the rain a 

constant drizzle, and his hair is lying flat to his head, spiked and dripping. 

It‟s been too long since he‟s trodden these streets, felt these stones under his feet. He looks up – smoke drifts in hazy 

clouds through the sky, black on dusky orange, the remnant of light and noise. 

The booms and whistles sound around him as he walks, making him occasionally dart a glance at the sky, just in case 

there‟s another one; but no, just darkness and sound. 

The candle in the window is the first thing that alerts him – a flickering, steady light. It feels like it‟s waiting for him. 

He sucks in a breath, realising that that might just be the case, and speeds his pace. Faster, towards home. 

He raps on the door once, twice, three times; she‟ll know it‟s him. There‟s a silence, a moment of bated breath – 

Then the door is open, his wife‟s arms around him; the kids join her, his daughter grabbing for his hand, and just for a 

moment of perfect, blinding clarity, all is right. 

The firework doesn‟t fade, only continues to bloom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Death: Little Purple Flowers 
Two men sit on what appears to be a large slab of concrete, poised above… well. Nothing and everything. Countless 

billions of stars lie below, above, around them, and their feet dangle in endless space. 

One of them, who has hair so pale it takes you a moment to realise that it is blond, not entirely white, takes a long, 

noisy slurp from a cup of tea. 

Doug stares at him in surprise; he swears it wasn‟t there a moment ago. 

“The end of the world?” The blond man looks at him with the hint of a smile. “Yes, I‟ve seen it. Quite a spectacle. Busy 

day, if I recall.” He adjusts his monocle, gazing out into the stars. “I thought that it was a shame. Such  potential still left 

in a race like yours, and it didn‟t seem the time for it, really.” Another swallow and gulp of tea, and Doug realises that 

somehow he‟s cradling a cup, too – china, with little purple flowers on it. 

In silence, the two of them drink tea and watch the stars. In the time they sit there, a star or two shifting slightly to 

the left, aeons pass. 

“This is… awfully civilised,” Doug says uncertainly, if just to fill the silence. 

“Why shouldn‟t it be?” his companion asks, cocking his head to watch him with eyes Doug is afraid to look into – he 

doesn‟t know what he‟ll find behind them. 

“Because you‟re… aren‟t you busy? Don‟t you have work to do? How long can I stay here?” The desperate barrage of 

questions slips out before he can stop it. 

The other man doesn‟t look at him, gazing once more into the fields of stars. It‟s easy here, far too easy, to feel 

insignificant. “There are certain… temporal rules that don‟t apply here, or to me. Believe me, I‟d like to explain it, but it  

would probably do rather terrible things to your brain. Turn all you thought you knew on its head, that sort of thing. 

That seems to be… rather unhealthy for humans, in my experience.” Another nervous adjustment of the monocle. “The 

crossroads are waiting. They are always waiting. I don‟t find myself impatient, so I, too, will wait, if you feel it 

necessary.” 

Doug considers this for a moment, and then asks hopefully, “Can I go… back, then? Just for a while?” 

The blond shakes his head. “I‟m afraid that there is nothing for you to go back to. Your time on Earth is over; your soul 

is here. “ 

A melancholic silence descends upon them, and then… 

“Bit what was it really like?” Doug asks.  When his fellow tea-drinker gives him a questioning look, he elaborates, “You 

were saying - the end of the world?” 

With a surprised look at Doug, the other man answers him. His gaze drifts to the stars, and he seems to have to think 

before he speaks, considering and weighing each word carefully. “Some say that it was fire and blood and anguish. 

Some say that it was… peace, a needed cleansing. Some say that it was disappointingly mundane.” 

An interesting non-answer. Doug frowns. “And who do you believe?” 

A small, unreadable smile. “All of them.” 

Doug sighs. 

Eventually, sensing his dejection, Death asks, “Douglas, my good fellow?” 

“Yes?” 



“Before you cross over… would you like to see how it ended?”  

A hesitant pause, and then Doug nods. 

“Watch,” Death orders, voice quiet but commanding, leaning over the edge of the slab. Doug obeys, doing the same.  

They watch as below them a planet flares, brightens; a last, desperate spark of life before its end, beautiful and final.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Replay 
It‟s been a long time since you‟ve walked this way, the pavement seeming to twist and change „neath your feet; new 

buildings and new people watch you as you head down a quiet road, to a place you haven‟t visited for a very long time. 

(Too long, you tell yourself. Too long. Grey suits and taxes and desks and responsibility… You forgot. You forgot all of 

it.) 

You‟ve been tired for a while now, every street seeming to blend into one another, your eyes half-closed as you 

navigate the alleyways and roads of your childhood, your home. Your limbs ache, fatigue close to catching up with 

you; only finding it jerks you out of your trance, that small frayed edge of reality. (You prayed, but you thought – you 

feared – that maybe it was all your imagination in the first place; that you‟d never crossed the threshold, never found 

something… else.) 

To anyone else you probably look strange – more than a little mad: a businessman in a suit, lifting a pinstripe-sleeved 

arm into thin air, flattening his palm against something that isn‟t there. You close your eyes and, in your head, correct 

any observers – in fact, it only seems not to be there. (You‟re wearing a suit you‟ll never use, the suitcase in your hand 

now useless; your boss fired you two days ago. Maybe you should have been miserable – probably. Instead, you just 

felt free, and it was the day you started this ridiculous quest for something that might not even be there any more.)  

The invisible curtain is soft, lifts slightly, encouraging your touch. Gripping it now, you pull it further, and there is 

suddenly a breeze that seems to clash against the rest of the wind around you. You sniff, smelling the sea air so 

familiar to you, and step forward. (Back again. This is home, the home that the cramped little house with your parents 

never was.) 

You open your eyes and they‟re assailed by bright sunlight, sunlight that can‟t possibly be from the dreary grey day on 

the other side of the curtain. (It isn‟t. You know that well enough.) 

She stands in front of you, your childhood imaginary friend – well, that was always what they called her; you knew 

enough not to believe them. As you thought she would, she‟s grown up beautiful, a sweet dusting of freckles across 

her nose and her eyes bright. It‟s unsurprising, but, you find, still somehow lovely. She holds open her arms with a 

smile, and you drop the suitcase, embracing her tightly, smiling for the first time in three years. (Her arms are rest, 

peace, and the chance to start all over again. Finally.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Anonymous 
Clicks and pops as Rob cracks his knuckles; he yawns, jaw-splitting and carefree, before he places his hands on the 

keyboard. 

He should be in prison, really – it‟s astonishing that the long arm of the law hasn‟t yet got him  in its grasp. That said, 

it‟s not like he‟s actually doing anything wrong, even though Rochford and his employees might say different. The fact 

he‟s not behind bars is a testament to his skill, he supposes, though he isn‟t one to boast; it‟s dangerous when he is 

who he is. 

This is child‟s play. He burrows deep into the code, finding the weaknesses, the chinks in the armour. Rochford‟s 

bank account has been drained twice now, and the man still has no idea how, or where it‟s gone. You see, what would 

once have been daylight robbery has become online transactions, secure servers, coding errors – Rob‟s realm. This is 

what he‟s good at: playing with infrastructures, creating exploits. The money is gone in a matter of seconds, emptied 

into other accounts that need it far, far more. 

His knuckles are white on the mouse as he thinks too hard about what Rochford has done, and he has to let go of it 

finger by finger, consciously unclenching his teeth. It doesn‟t matter, it  shouldn‟t matter – he‟s having his revenge the 

best way he knows how. The lines of code, the thrill of infiltrating through a backdoor… they‟re second nature, have 

been since he was far too young. He would have been a prodigy if he hadn‟t become a criminal.  

He stands and yanks the hood up to cover his face due to the rain, the CCTV, and his own paranoia, and then he‟s 

through the front door and out on the streets - again, he thinks with a wan smile at the thought – and going to see the 

owner of one account in particular. The houses in his street are small, cramped and run-down; they get bigger, 

brighter as he makes his way through town. These houses are all better than his current one, and are all Rochford 

owned, in the monetary and the symbolic sense: the man knows everything that goes on under every r oof. In these 

leafy suburbs, Rochford is the only needed police. This is far more Rochford‟s town than it‟ll ever be the mayor‟s – but 

then, the mayor is in Rochford‟s pocket; the Right Honourable John Reginald has always been a coward, and 

Rochford does what he‟ll never dare to. 

Ian is selling a Big Issue, and Rob greets him by name as he makes sure to buy one; they once nearly had an argument 

once about whether Rob was selling on his turf, but that‟s water under the bridge, and has been for a long time.  

There‟s a house, large and resplendent, the door a familiar and beloved green, that he has to pass every day. The 

twinge in his chest has never quite faded, even now, and every second he walks past that door is another day he 

should be walking through it. This house was his home once, before Rochford took it from him without ceremony 

and without mercy. He hears Rochford might have plans to move into the house. He prays those plans don‟t come to 

fruition. He knows he couldn‟t take it, that he‟d do something and risk accidentally sabotaging the whole operation. 

He finds the house he‟s been looking for, raps sharply on the door. It opens, and his favourite pair of eyes – their 

brown as well-known and well-loved as his door‟s green – widen in surprise. “Hi,” Marian says, but it‟s cautious and 

more of a question than a greeting. 

He smiles, eager to get out of the rain, and replies, “Hi.”  

She steps back, turns to lead him through the house, and as he walks through the hall his eyes alight on a vase of pink 

roses that he doesn‟t recognise. He licks his lips nervously, unsure whether he should ask, before the quiet question 

falls from his lips: “Were those a gift?” 

She sighs, stops without turning round, and nods. “Well, Peter might have…”  

“They‟re from him?” His vehemence surprises even him. “Let me guess: he said he‟d renegotiate your tenant‟s agreement 

if you didn‟t come to dinner with him, because I know Rochford...” 

“Rob – ” she tries, finally turning to face him. 



“You‟re gorgeous, Marian, and you know what he does to beautiful things, he wants to own them and break them…” 

“I‟m not a thing, I have a brain.” 

“That‟s not what I meant, you know I don‟t think… but he does – ” He‟s grasping now, too desperate to be comfortable 

with her, with this house when he should be, and the words are tumbling from his lips without any semblance of 

control. 

“Robin!”  

It‟s a shout, and she raises a hand to cover his mouth. His words die in his throat, and she shakes her head, saying 

quietly, “You know I won‟t take him up on his offer. I‟m better than that. I thought  you were better than thinking 

that.” 

He pulls her hand away. “What stops you?” Rob asks, and the words are bitter. “What‟s stopped you the last four 

times he asked?” 

She looks at him as if he is a fool. He doesn‟t… he doesn‟t understand, and maybe it‟s clear in his face. There‟s hurt and 

disappointment in her eyes, as if he‟s failed some great test, before she quickly asks, “Is the money…?”  

He nods with a sighed, “The money is in their accounts.” A little in hers, too, but  just a little. The rest goes to the 

others like him, the ones who couldn‟t keep up with Rochford‟s unmanageable rents and ridiculous standards, or 

simply got on the man‟s wrong side. In Rob‟s case it was the latter, but however it happened, they all lost their homes. 

Well, to balance things out, they‟ve all just gained a large portion of Rochford‟s money. Robin can‟t say he‟s sorry. The 

thing is, Marian is a step away from becoming one of them if she falls out of Rochford‟s favour, and she knows it.  

“Good,” she says. Her eyes fall to the roses. “Now get out of my house.”  

 

 

There was a forest here once. Rob thinks about it sometimes, thinks about all those trees becoming doors and kitchen 

counters and hat stands. The thought makes him uneasy – fewer places to hide. He sees the trees, sees where they 

might have stood, as he makes his slow way back to the house. It‟s small and dark, and he‟s an IT consultant, but it‟s 

something, and he has a computer again. He‟s off the streets, and he‟s taking Rochford‟s money.  

It‟s enough. 

He‟s far from the only one. They all go by different names – Scarlet, TheNanoJon, all the rest – and are careful to only 

ever use their username handles, but he knows they‟re out there. They move in his circles, send him messages to 

exchange ideas, and from the things he‟s heard are happening with Rochford‟s security systems, the dirt mysteriously 

dug up and used to try and charge Rochford with fraud (it failed, but in a fair court it wouldn‟t have)… 

Yes. Definitely out there. 

The maths makes more sense when they‟re around; they can comb through the details, help to cover his tracks, make 

him feel… safe. He‟s the best of all of them, something they freely admit, and maybe he could do this alone, but he 

works better with them. They make the big picture bigger, make things feel more complete. He has never met them, 

but they know him better than many of the colleagues he sees every other day. 

There‟s hope on the horizon, if he can hold out; Dick Leonard will be back up for election next year, after too long 

away. Leonard‟s corruptible – they all are – but he‟s not John Reginald. A new mayor and those fraud charges may be 

able to touch Rochford. A new mayor and Marian might not have to smile and make promises she can‟t keep to have a 

roof over her head. Rob isn‟t stupid enough to think he‟ll get his house back, but it‟s a start. 



Until there‟s a new mayor, until Leonard returns, he‟ll rob from the rich and give to the poor, because it‟s all he can do. 

Until he walks through that green door again, Rochford‟s former tenants will receive laundered money and a message 

wishing them the best from Anonymous.  

He doesn‟t have a home, but he has hope, and the memory of trees to hide in.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Night Terror 
She swears that someday the nightmares will destroy him. He wakes drenched in sweat and gasping for breath, tears 

in his eyes and terror in his voice. She holds him and blinks up at the ceiling, fighting back tears herself, and waits for 

his ragged breaths to ease into those of sleep. 

Night after night, she accepts: accepts the dark circles under his eyes; her own disturbed sleep; the knowledge that 

nothing she does – and they have tried everything – will help. 

Until he tells her the story. 

 

 

There were three of them – him, and his two brothers. When the boredom overwhelmed them, the delicious smell of 

homemade pie in the oven no longer enough to pacify them and make them stay in the house, their mother would 

shoo them away. Tell them to go and play; that they were making nuisances of themselves. 

So they would obey, and always found their loud, meandering, rough-housing way down to the river. The trees 

provided shade from the unusually bright, unusually hot summer they were in, and if the trees weren‟t enough, cold 

river water would help to cool them down. The river was tame and easy to swim in, the grass long and good for sitting 

on underneath the leafy boughs, where it hadn‟t been parched and dried by the heat. By all accounts, it was the 

perfect place to spend a lazy, innocent summer. 

It only happened once, in the end, but once was enough. They arrived at the riverbank and saw the witch emerging 

from the water like a half-remembered nightmare – her black clothes plastered to her; her hair trailing weeds; her face 

impossibly young, impossibly beautiful and pale as the moon even in high summer; her eyes dark as the river, with 

even stranger things swirling in their depths. Those eyes met his, and he knew, suddenly, in the core of his naive, 

eight-year-old being that he was observing something terrible - something not supposed to be possible. 

None of them found out why the witch was there: they ran as fast as their legs could carry them, never again returning 

to that place, as idyllic as it might have seemed – it was no longer theirs; it had never been. 

 

 

His mother didn‟t believe him; she shouldn‟t either. She is sane and his story is impossible. She is also exhausted and 

desperate, so she puts a hand to his chest and tells him that it‟s all right, that she understands.  

When he has finally found some temporary sleep, she climbs out of bed and, feeling her way – following her instincts 

– edges downstairs, to the kitchen. Something compels her to open the right cupboard, to grab a lighter from the 

counter, and before she is entirely aware of it she has lit a single, solitary candle. It flickers in its glass holder as it sits 

on the countertop, and it feels like safety. 

She senses the exact moment when the air changes around her, the flame sputtering and nearly dying completely. 

“You rang?” says a soft voice behind her. 

She turns too fast, nearly falling, but catches herself. She refuses to show this witch – this woman – weaknesses to 

exploit. The candle casts odd, inconsistent shadows over the witch‟s face, but she is illuminated enough to show her 

deep, frightening beauty. It‟s difficult not to feel cowed, more than a little resentful, when confronted with such a 

thing. She says to the creature, “You‟re the witch from the river?” 

The visitor – ageless, alien – nods, then glances up at the ceiling, to where the bedroom is. “I take it this is about the 

boy?” Her voice is the hiss of running water, crashing waves; water pours from her mouth (and seems sourceless, 



infinite) when she opens it to speak, hitting the floor. Despite appearances, this nightmare isn‟t human, and certainly 

isn‟t a woman. It regards her levelly, waiting for her answer. 

“Yes.” The plink, plink of water dripping from the apparition‟s chin will drive her mad with distraction if she lets it. On 

a wooden floor, in a room like this, the drops should make small understated thuds as they land; instead their arrival 

is announced by deep, cavernous sounds: the dripping of sewers, water on stone in a vast, empty space that doesn‟t 

exist here. She doesn‟t let it sidetrack her, instead shutting out and focusing on the witch. “What you did to him – can 

it be undone?” 

There is a pause. (Plink, plink. Think, think.) “For a price,” it says eventually. Dark hair, lank and full of weeds, clings to 

its white face, moving to accommodate its manic grin. Nothing – teeth, tongue, throat – can be seen inside the abyss 

of its mouth, its smile a strange, hollowed-out thing. “Do you love him?” 

“Yes,” she answers – easily, matter-of-factly, because why else would she stay through the sleepless nights and the 

weary days? Even if she hasn‟t told him yet, it‟s true. 

“I need only your name,” the witch tells her, keeping that same, unsettling grin. 

She has heard things – bad things – about deals such as these. Names are control, names are power, and they 

shouldn‟t be given up easily. She loves him, however, and so she asks, “Nothing else? I won‟t get the nightmares from 

seeing you?” 

It shakes its head. “Nothing else, and no.” More water hits the floor. 

She hesitates – perhaps this is a mistake, perhaps it it will kill her – and then lets out with a sigh, “Emily.” The sound 

is simple, final. She waits for the witch‟s response. 

Plink, plink. 

After a moment, its smile relaxes, the tautness gone. “Thank you,” it tells her. “I will remember you, Emily.” 

Then it‟s gone, and the candle finally gives up the fight against the darkness. It leaves her alone, blinking in surprise as 

her eyes adjust. 

She ascends the stairs slowly, thoughtfully. When she reaches the bed, she pushes aside the covers and slides gingerly 

in; he shifts in his sleep at that, but doesn‟t wake. 

e sleeps soundly through the night, for the first time she‟s ever known. (He will not know. He will never know, and he 

will never thank her.) Meanwhile, she stares at the ceiling, sleep eluding her, terrified of why the witch would want 

her name. 

When dawn comes and she‟s still awake, him sleeping obliviously beside her, she‟s unsure whether to laugh or cry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Heavy 
Heavy hangs the head that wears the crown. 

~ Paraphrase, taken from a line in Henry IV, Part II 

 

 

The slaughter happens on a wet, highly unremarkable Wednesday. 

Fortescue is sprawled across his throne, a goblet of the Creator's good blood held loosely in one of his hands. A fine 
vintage, if he remembers rightly – Locus Valley, an 1877 Merlot. He yawns, the sound temporarily drowning out Earl 
Deanham's whining about land settlements, and the interruption is appreciated. It only lasts a moment, however, 
before Deanham's interminable appeal for Fortescue to smite all his enemies and take their cattle resumes. 

Fortescue sighs, the words a low drone in his ears. (Pettiness, that's all it is. In the end, it's just pettiness and 
greed. Father would have listened, of course, when he was king and all was golden and good, but Father wasn't half so 
nihilistic. If he listens to his mother, he'll be the king that drives this nation into the ground. If he listens to the voice 
in his head, this nation will drive him six feet under.) 

The messenger arrives bedraggled and panting, having burst through the doors with neither fanfare nor approval. For 
a long, frozen moment, all is silent in the great wooden chamber – every eye in the room has fallen upon their 
unexpected guest and his wild eyes, the sweat that sheens his forehead. "Your Majesty," he manages, the address a 
gasp. 

Fortescue straightens on his throne, his trepidation matched only by his relief. This cannot possibly be good news, 
but it is, at least, a break from the monotony. "Yes?" 

"They're all dead," the messenger blurts out. "Harrisson, Kevalri – everyone." 

For the first time in four hours, Fortescue stands. 

 
 

That's the thing, he muses later as he regards the body of Prince Harrisson, second in line for the throne and his 
younger brother – for all that poison is an underhanded, dishonourable way to die , it's also rather a pretty one. The 
body, though it's sallow and empty-looking, the slow decay already in its smell and its waxy skin, has none of the 
slashes, the gored stab wounds or the hacked-off limbs of valour and simple battle. 

It was violent, they said, their ambushed soldiers a great beast of blood and metal and teeth – yet Harri (twenty-two, 
just out of public school and all ready to rule the world) is spotless. Apart from the fact that the room smells of corpse 
– an odour Fortescue knows well; he remembers, not particularly fondly, General Landler carrying corpses into the 
castle morgue – little Harri could be only sleeping. Fortescue brushes a lock of hair away from the lifeless forehead 
and marvels. 

 
 

The king, officially retired for the night but in actuality standing at the battlements and looking to the horizon, 
considers a great many things. 



He considers the Folksland soldiers' tactics, ones that could only have been formulated by royalty or officials who 
knew of the talks; that it was perfectly chosen, one of the few times when a member of the Norland royalty would 
have a small guard, and that the ambush was on the way to a conference about an alliance, for all that's holy. 

He considers his Creator - is He up there somewhere? – and wonders which of the three speeches he's planned will go 
down better with the people: For the Creator? For Harri? For good ol' revenge? Which will have the public raving and 
frothing along with the army when he marches on Folksland and avenges his brother, his dead soldiers? 

He considers, as he looks down, feet and inches and seconds. Seconds it would take for it to end if he fell. Or indeed 
mysteriously "fell". It would be quick, at least – quicker than digging this country into the dirt and himself with it, 
forcing his men into a war he's not sure is entirely necessary. Quicker than waiting for the wound inflicted by this 
latest loss – it had barely healed as it was; bloody Father and his bloody death – to close. 

Creator, he needs a drink. 

 
 

"Poison, sire." Dr. Murdoch – bespectacled, wrinkled, and cockney as the day is long - confirms his suspicion. 

Fortescue nods. He steps round the stone slab, tilting his head to look at Harri from yet another angle – as if that will 
give him the answers he needs. "Not killed in the main battle, then?" 

The other Royal Doctor – not the normal one thatdoesn't work in the morgue, and so gets to see sunlight once in a 
while – replies, "Decomposition's all wrong, and it makes no sense to fuss about administering poison when a simple 
stab 'n' twist'll do." 

Fortescue's lips form a moue of distaste. "Yes, thank you, doctor." 

Murdoch shrugs. "Doesn't do for a king to be squeamish about these things. Your father – " 

Fortescue holds up a hand to halt him. "Yes, I know, Father would have handled this like something out of the old 
tales, I'm a disappointment to his name and his legacy…" 

"Actually, Majesty" – and only in the privacy of the morgue would a doctor have the spine to interrupt a king – "I was 
hoping you'd improve on him. First time he saw a corpse, he puked." Murdoch's look of distaste temporarily matches 
his monarch's, then it's replaced by something altogether more ponderous. "Thought it'd look different, actually. You 
lot getting better food an' all…" 

"Thank you, Murdoch." 

 
 

He came to this too young, he decides as he sits in his office. Certainly he can be commanding and authoritative, but 
that's a facade he's learnt from his tutors, his father and pieces of propaganda. This whole ruling and responsibility 
idea? A bad one. Harri would have done much better – he was made for the crown. Many of the magazines said it, in 
the days leading up to Father's death. Mother said it, even afterthe elder, the disappointment, was on the throne. She 
still does. 

Harri was an idealist. Fortescue doesn't know what he believes, except that maybe if he stands tall enough, the rug 
won't be pulled from under him. 

 
 

The speech is a roaring success. He chose Harri; he was angry enough to make that motivation sound convincing. 
(Poison. Why poison? Why the slaughter in the first place?) 



He checks the battle plan with the General. Landler has more grey hairs than Fortescue has titles; he's served with 
Fortescue's father and (the king privately theorises) probably his grandfather too. The man is steady and solid as a 
battleship. "You ready, boy?" the old veteran asks him. 

Fortescue resolutely refuses to rise to it; a king does not bristle like a prideful adolescent. (A small voice at the back of 
his mind whispers that his father was crowned at seventeen – he is twenty-five and still being treated as a 
mollycoddled child. Even the argument (and the truth) that his kingship is new, only four months old, does little to 
abate his frustration. He is a king, Creator damn them, and he would like the respect owed to one.) "I am." 

"The Norlanders and the Folkslanders." Landler sighs. "I thought that ended with your grandfather." 

"My grandfather didn't execute an ambush on a tiny, utterly unprepared contingent. That is in no way the action of a 
nation trying to secure peace." Fortescue sighs now too. "If we don't respond, we let this stand. If we let this stand, we 
are cowards." 

 
 

As expected, the Folkslander army is waiting for them. After all, Fortescue publicly gave an ultimatum a week before 
declaring war – a week with no word of apology or explanation from King Stilesner. Somecountries play this 
game fairly. 

This is war, he realises suddenly, and the horror of it sends a cold shock down his spine. 

Tanks and men face tanks and men – the only thing to differentiate sides is the colour of uniforms and flags. Faces 
blur into colours of their own, divisions and fear. From where he's watching – cotton wool-coddled, in a helicopter 
above the scene – Fortescue feels sick. This is gut-nausea, deeper than the echo of t he felt in the morgue. As he hears 
the first shot, he turns his head away, a hand over his eyes. 

He straightens, puts steel in his spine. The pilot catches his eye again, for the third time in four minutes. Fortescue 
takes a breath, deep and slow. A gesture – a twist of his lips – and then his small, unmarked military helicopter – one 
of many – pulls away from the field. The shots ring out, reaching a crescendo, and Fortescue closes his eyes. 

 
 

It is with a certain winded relief that Fortescue hears of the white flag going up and King Stilesner's statement – it 
spreads through him and loosens his limbs until he's listing to one side, a hand on Murdoch's shoulder to steady 
himself. 

This is the moment they'll record in history books, when the young king heard of the surrender that ended The Three-
Month War – and it shall be known that he said, quietly and flatly, "Finally." 

He came here to brood over Harri's body, to see if there was something he'd missed – some angle, some small angle or 
clue… No. Now he is a man of action. 

Murdoch's eyes turn to him. One, two, three seconds tick by, then the doctor says, "Would His Majesty mind 
removing his hand?" 

"Not at all," Fortescue replies faintly, and does. "We won." 

"You're accepting the surrender, then?" 

"Yes." A pause. "Bloody hell." He turns, running to the steps out of the morgue. Over his shoulder, he tells Murdoch, 
"We won." 

"Yes, sire. You said so. What, you weren't expecting to?" 



Fortescue isn't sure he wants to answer that, so he walks out of the morgue; there are other matters to attend to. He 
will set off for Folksland first thing tomorrow. 

 
 

The Folksland castle comes into view a mile before they actually reach it, and Fortescue supposes that makes sense: 
it's fine even by Norlandian standards, the halls opulent and beautifully decorated. He remembers his steps echoing 
off high, arched ceilings and gold-leafed walls. The marble of the floors was so very polished that he half-expected to 
see his own reflection when he looked down. He was only seven, then; Harri was four – small, curious and too young 
to be taken on the trip, much to Fortescue's delight. Fortescue trailed behind his father, taking in the sights with 
wide eyes, and then taking in the king – no, not Father, the other king – walking towards them, resplendent in red and 
gold braid, all straight posture and shining buttons. (Gold like his castle, Fortescue observed, and for some foolish 
reason that amused him.) 

The door of his car is opened. An aide, one Stilesner's, appears and babbles at him. The words are meaningless 
platitudes and politics, nothing else, and he allows none of them to register as he's led into the castle.  

The halls are unchanged, gold and grandeur, and he half-expects the king to be, too. It's only as he enters the throne 
room that he sees the small, shrivelled man sitting in the king's chair. The features below the heavy grey brows are the 
same, though the slumped, defeated posture is new. Truly, this man is one who has lost a war. 

Fortescue ignores the small entourage, its men both his and the king's, that has gathered behind him, and approaches 
the throne. "You know, I remember you being taller." 

The king looks up; the movement seems to take an age. Fortescue can almost hear joints creaking, cogs turning. Long 
gone is the fellow who so daunted him, who had a beard finer than his father's and a royal mien. "And I remember you 
being small." The words carry the hint of a humourless laugh. "You always looked like your mother when you were a 
child, but… I see your father in you, now you're a man. It's frightening to have his eyes watching me again. I dread to 
think what he'd make of this, if he were here." Now he laughs, arid and bitter. "I was trying to prevent an invasion. I 
suppose this means I failed." 

Now Fortescue is thrown, confusion rising in him. "An invasion?" 

"An earl…" Stilesner sighs. "An earl came to us with information. He said you had been ignoring your own country in 
favour of making… plans. Against ours." 

"I had no such – " 

"Quiet, boy." Stilesner's voice is thunder, and stern eyes above shining buttons. (Fortescue is silent; he is seven, 
wanting to hind behind his father again, but the man is not here to take his hand and reassure him the way he did 
eighteen years ago.) "If you're to take my home from me, at least allow me to make my peace." The king clears his 
throat. "We… we took Harri. 

"The talks did not start out as a trap – the idea was proposed in good faith, months before this – but by the time he 
was being driven here, the plans were made. The general would have been better, but we already had a prince about 
to fall into our laps. We were greedy. He was next in line, he had to know something, so we took him. And we gave 
him this." The king produces something from his pocket: a small vial which he holds between thumb and forefinger, 
clear liquid visible inside it. "We told him he would die – but there would be pain, great pain, before it – if he didn't 
tell us your plans. 

"We had an antidote. We showed it to him. If he'd talk, we said. But he screamed, and he burned inside, and he kept 
telling us he didn't know of any plan. For hours. We thought we had time, you see, that he would break, but he died. 

"I knew there was no way to hide what had occurred. He had none of the soldiers' wounds, and you had doctors… Yes, 
it would mean war, but was was coming for us anyway, so we put him back. We put him back on the battle field and 
let you find him; we knew we would be in the frame. And you marched and took our land, just as Deanham 
predicted." 



Fortescue is rooted to the spot, stock-still with fury and horror. "Harri was in pain?" At Stilesner's nod, Fortescue 
cries, "And you believed this… this traitor?" 

"He had allies," Stilesner protests, "nobles. They said they'd heard things from the general himself – not specifics, of 
course, but enough. They were with Deanham. And your behaviour had been… irregular."  

"Irregu – ?" 

"You were acting like a child of privilege," Stilesner snaps. "Impetuous and spoilt, with no interest in the nation that 
gave you your crown. I'd thought that perhaps your father's death… Then Deanham said you were preoccupied with 
your plans for us, and suddenly I understood." 

"The others. The nobles. Their names will be recorded?" 

"The minutes of the meetings were taken down, yes…" 

"Good. Now stand." 

Stilesner does, leaning far too heavily on the arms of the throne. His face is pained. "Yes, Your Majesty." 

"There was never any plan, Stilesner. Our countries may not have been allies – or why else would Harri have been in 
talks with you and your army? – but there was at least a truce. Sixty years of peace, gone for a rat who couldn't keep 
his maw shut." He turns to the men behind him, and all of them – even those that were once Stilesner's – bow their 
heads in deference. "Detain him," he says to three of them, and they bow, nodding again. 

"And then?" one of them asks. 

"Firing squad," Fortescue answers curtly, not bothering to lower his voice. "Indefinite containment would mean a 
living member of the bloodline. We can't afford to quell an uprising." He directs his next words at Stilesner. "Be 
thankful you have no heirs." He swallows. "Deanham has made fools of us all. I'm… I always thought you a fine king. 
Sad it's come to this." He waves his men forward. "Give me the vial, too, if you would." They take Stilesner's arms, one 
of them passing Fortescue the poison. 

"May the Creator watch your steps," Stilesner says quietly. 

"And yours," Fortescue replies, and slumps to sit on the throne, watching his men take the old king away. 

You were acting like a child of privilege. 

Creator, Mother was right – his ruling nearly brought his country to the ground. The men are standing, waiting for 
orders, but he allows himself a moment to contemplate the vial full of poison. He drags himself back to the present 
soon enough, however, and orders the chattering aide from earlier, "Spread the word that Norland and Folkland are 
united. They are ours." 

 
 

Fortescue is sitting on his throne, a goblet of the Creator's good blood held firmly in one of his hands. He hasn't had a 
drop – his mind is sharp as a knife. 

He waits, trying his best to listen attentively to disagreements, remembering Stilesner's words. 

Finally, the moment comes. Deanham bows and stands before him, ready to launch into the sorry tale of his latest  
land dispute as though nothing has happened. 

Fortescue pops one of the buttons on his collar, fanning himself. "This day has simply been boiling me alive." He 
proffers his cup to Deanham. "Come, drink with me. The heat must be afflicting you similarly." 



Deanham looks like he wants to scurry away and hide, but to refuse a king, especially in front of the assembled court… 
"I… there is no need, sire." 

"There is every need." Fortescue gives him a lazy smile. "Drink." 

He sees it: the moment Deanham's face crumbles from confusion into resignation. The earl takes one step forwards, 
two… then takes the cup. "Sire?" 

"Take the whole glass," Fortescue tells him, producing a wine bottle from beside the throne. "There's plenty."  

Deanham stares at him. "I, ah… Thank you, Your Majesty." Deanham drinks deeply, as he must to avoid offending the 
crown, and Fortescue's calm smile doesn't fade until the earl chokes, clutching his neck and gasping, "Poison?" 

Fortescue nods. "Tell me, what exactly was it you found so objectionable about my rule?" 

Deanham struggles to get the words out. "Brought… shame to your father… negligent… New king better than… useless 
one…" He coughs and doubles over, clutching his stomach. 

Fortescue brings out of a pocket the empty vial, showing it to Deanham. "That should last a few hours before you die." 
He addresses the gasping, restless court, raising his voice. "I have the names of those who conspired with him, and 
I will find you. But for those who are innocent: My blindness has nearly cost me Norland. There will be no mercy for 
traitors now. This country is a strong one. We shall recover from the losses sustained, and I…" He laughs 
humourlessly. "I shall recover my wits. I am my father's son. I will rule as he did – or better, if I can." He smiles, and 
there is, strangely, some hope in it. "Good things are ahead, Norlanders. Good things are ahead." 

For the first time in four hours, Fortescue stands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Signing 
His wrist aches. It's ached for hours, actually, but he's looked up – at the giggling teenage girls having an animated 
conversation about "fandom" and their favourite characters, at the young and trendy father in an AC/DC T-shirt 
trying to reassure his anxious daughter that yes, she will get her signature, at all the people like them – and then looked 
down and carried on writing. This has happened four times now. 

He glances at the clock. Five minutes. He can do five minutes. (He thinks. He prays. Ow.) 

He signs another copy, this time from a young and excited teenager. The boy talks about MIT, about research and 
development, about how he wants to work in artificial intelligence, all the while with the widest, most animated eyes 
Johnson thinks he's ever seen. He tries to follow it, he really does, but the kid talks so fast - it's like he has to grab 
every second and cram as many words into it as possible, talking so much but never really saying anything. Johnson 
ends up scrawling a hurried signature and telling the boy to go and be a pioneer. He hopes he makes it.  

When the kid leaves, Johnson's gaze drifts down to his desk as he lets out a sigh. Two minutes to go, he thinks, if he's 
right. 

"Make it out to Gloria," the last person at his table says, with a smile in her voice.  

He looks up and sees the wide smile he heard, long lashes and a woman that doesn't technically exist. "Shit," he 
breathes. He thinks it's an acceptable response, considering the circumstances. Considering he's sitting here, staring 
at her, of all people. 

"Hello," the heroine of his novel says, leaning slightly to look him in the eye. She looks down at one of the copies of the 
book stacked on the desk, tilting her head with a frown. "You know, they just can't get my nose right." The leather she 
wore in the novel has been swapped for a simple, inconspicuous sundress. It's white, and it brings out the dusting of 
freckles across the bridge of her nose, the red of her hair. 

"Um," he manages, inhaling and choking on air, then he takes a look at the cover himself. "Gloria, that you looks 
nothing like the one in my head." The words slip out before he's really aware of them, and realising his mistake, he 
stares at her and adds, "And, uh…" 

"And at your desk," she finishes for him. "Uh-huh." For a man who makes his living with words, he seems rather inept 
at using them right now. "Come on, dear author." She pats his shoulder reassuringly. "Let's go and get a coffee."  

 
 

Which is how they end up in a small, not exactly upmarket cafe where the lights constantly flicker and the coffee tastes 
like diluted piss. Well, it is London. 

"So, are you secretly real?" he asks, after five silent minutes of staring at each other. The wood-effect plastic table 
between them seems like an ocean. Eh, he'll swim it – now he's recovered his voice, his words, he feels like he's on 
firmer ground. At her frown, he elaborates, "Have I been writing the biography of some parallel-dimension woman 
who actually exists?" 

She shakes her head, smiling a little. "You've been reading too many books." 

He could say More like writing them, but she knows him. The unspoken words are in his eyes. He certainly knows her, he 
thinks dryly. "So you are fictional?" She nods, her smile never faltering, and he can't help asking, "And that 
doesn't bother you?" 

There is a pause as she seems to consider his question, then she speaks. "You are one of several billion people, barely a 
spot on the acne-ridden face of the universe, and are going to die at the end of an extremely limited lifespan." She gives 
him a sweet, innocent smile. "Does that bother you?" 



"Uh…" After his initial surprise wears off, he huffs out a surprised laugh. "Dear God," he mutters, "it really is you." He 
curls his hand round the small white mug in front of him, enjoying its warmth. Then he raises it to his lips, taking a 
swig of his disgusting coffee, and repeats, "Dear God," this time for an entirely different reason. 

Gloria sighs. "It's a fact of life. You exist, you dictate, and I live with that. You could die any time crossing a road, but 
you tell yourself it won't happen to you, and so you live with that." She shrugs. "We're honestly not so different. Just don't 
think about it too hard." 

He nods. "People rationalise." 

There is a small, thoughtful silence. A clock in the corner ticks; people order chips and tea and baked beans at the 
counter, none the wiser to the strange cosmic event happening at the table by the window.  

That silence is broken by his cry of, "Oh! I see." 

Gloria jumps. "You see?" 

"Gosh, I didn't know I was that bored." 

"I don't – " 

"I'm asleep. probably with my face squashed gracelessly against my desk. One of the bookshop staff'll wake me up in a 
minute." He lets that hang, waiting for the wakeup. The air between them is once again silent and tense.  

Smack. 

It takes him a moment to realise that Gloria has slapped him – none too gently, either – and his hand has risen to cup 
his cheek, a hiss of pain escaping his lips. "Shit." 

"That better?" Gloria asks, and dammit, she's still smiling. 

He hears murmurs from around them, a wry comment or two about the temper of redheads. "Shit," he lets out again. It 
registers, dimly, that the pain in his wrist has been joined by the one in his stinging cheek. It registers shortly after 
that that there is a pain in his wrist, meaning… "The signing happened?" 

Gloria nods. "Strange, isn't it, and a little bit scary?" 

"It's…" He doesn't quite know how to reply. "Yes." He's read enough books. "I assume this is how you feel, and you're 
trying to get me to empathise through showing me our common ground?" 

She ducks her head, half-bashful, half-smug. "Damn. Saw right through me." Another shrug. "I'm one of your 
characters, if you recall? I'm made of cliches." 

Johnson glares at her. "Why are you here?" 

"I…" She opens her mouth, seeming to stumble for the first time, and frowns, her eyes wide and confused. "I don't 
know."She suddenly seems intensely frightened. "I woke up. here. With… There were memories, but I knew they were 
false" – Ah, he thinks, she remembers the books – "whereas here, this place, it was real. I don't know…" She bites her lip. 
"Help me," she says eventually. "Please." 

"Has anyone else come – ?" 

"No," she interrupts him – hastily, as if it's difficult to talk about. "No, they don't exist, and I know when I think about 
them that they never did." 

He can't imagine… "Oh, shit." It seems that when most words desert him, all the impolite ones choose to stay. He lays 
a hand over hers. "I'm sorry." 



"Just… help me." The words are quiet and afraid. 

She keeps saying that, but he refuses to let his frustration get the better of him. "What do you want?" he asks, then 
corrects himself with, "What do you need?" 

"A place to sleep," she replies, bluntly and honestly. She looks down, at the simple dress it  appears she's chosen 
herself. "And would you mind getting rid of the catsuits and occasionally writing me in something sensible?" 

 
 

He lets himself into his darkened house. "This OK?" he asks, switching on the lights and giving her a moment to 
follow him in. 

She nods, then raises an eyebrow. "Where exactly – ?" 

"Do you mind taking the couch?" he asks her, and when she shakes her head, he goes to fetch blankets and a pillow or 
two. 

He doesn't realise she's followed him until he hears a very quiet murmur of, "It's so strange to see you here."  

Without turning, he finds a cupboard close to his bedside table, hurriedly yanks the door open, and starts searching 
through it for bedding. "Meaning?" 

"Johnson, it would be like you visiting God," she tells him, adding when he does face her, "and him giving you pillows." 

He swallows at that, not liking the comparison, and shuts the cupboard door a little harder than necessary before he 
makes himself say false-brightly, "Well, it's been a long day. I best turn in. Kitchen's over there." He waves a hand in 
the relevant direction. 

She watches him as though expecting him to say something more; when he doesn't, she beams at him, though it 
doesn't reach her eyes, leaving the room and giving him a chipper little wave over her shoulder. 

That night, he lies staring at the ceiling, praying that – like one of his endings – in the morning it'll all have been a 
dream. 

 
 

He wakes to the smell of frying bacon and the sound of cheery whistling. 

He trudges through the lounge, entering what the estate agent charitably called a kitchen – it's a corner of the room 
with a few tiles on the wall and some appliances. It doesn't quite hit him until he pads into the kitchen and sees 
Gloria at the stove. "Shit," he says once again for good measure. 

"You know," she tells him, "you say that a lot. For all you tell the press about 'authorial intent' and your wonderful 
vocabulary, you sound like a man who makes a lot of mistakes." 

"Uh…" It's too early for this. 

"I Googled you." 

He's beginning to regret writing her in a near future setting, if it means she can use today's computers. "Right." 

"Take a seat," she orders him, and – in his own home – he meekly obeys. "I had those," she tells him, and, as his bleary 
eyes manage to focus on his kitchen table, he sees a Northern Irish passport and a wad of cash. "They were with me 
when I woke up." A pause and a sizzle as she turns over the bacon. "No, I don't understand it either."  



He blinks as a minute or two later a bacon sandwich on a plate is dumped in front of him. 

Gloria flops into the seat opposite with a sandwich of her own, taking a large, unladylike bite. "What?" she asks, and 
Johnson realises that he's staring at her. 

He makes a wiping-his-mouth motion and she does the same, her hand coming away covered with ketchup. "Oh." She 
laughs a little, the freckles across her nose stretching as she gives him a grin. "Thank you."  

He nods by way of acknowledgement, tucking into his unexpected sandwich, and then finds the words. "You know, 
you didn't have to…" He trails off, his words slurred by exhaustion – while his night hasn't been sleepless, it's been 
damn close – and settles for making a vague gesture at the food in front of him. 

The grin stays. "You see, the thing about bed and breakfast is that the two are designed to go together. You gave me 
the bed, I provided the breakfast. All is well and balanced in the universe. Does that make sense?" 

No. No, it doesn't. Why did he have to wrote a rambling, nonsensical and more than a little pretentious character? He 
doesn't say any of this, however, merely nodding. He takes another bite of the sandwich – at least the taste of that is 
familiar. 

 
 

He doesn't know what to do, so he lets her stay. It's not like he can throw her out – she's Gloria, or at least he thinks 
she is – and his royalties should be enough to pay for the both of them. (For now. Shit, he hopes he won't have to do 
another book signing tour any time soon.) She wonders round his house, occasionally remarking on how many things 
are the same as in her world, and he clicks through his e-mails. 

Four on the subject of deadlines -four. He winces – and one from an address he's never seen before. He frowns. Usually 
the publishing house keeps fan mail. 

There's a forwarding message from his agent: Seems like a nutter, but may be a nutter of note. Take a look. He doesn't know 
what to make of that, so he scrolls down to the message itself. It's from a Dr. P. Sherman, and it asks him whether one 
Gloria Masterson has turned up on his doorstep. 

Gloria Masterson. Gloria. 

Yes, he types by way of reply. How did you know? 

He hesitates as his hand hovers over the mouse ready to click the Send button, however, and calls, "Gloria!" 

Several hurried, padding footsteps and then she arrives in the room, bare-foot and still in the same simple sundress. 
"Yes?" She leans to take a look over his shoulder, reading the e-mail, but doesn't say anything. 

"You remember this guy?" he asks. 

She straightens, shaking her head. "I can't say I do." 

Johnson swallows, re-reading the e-mail one more time before he clicks Send."Well, he seems to remember you." That 
bothers him, somehow. 

 
 

He is in a pleasant, half-dozing state when he's jerked awake by the sound of the doorbell. He looks at the clock. 6:59 
A.M. Who the hell – ? He hears Gloria answer the door, thinks groggily that he probably ought to get up and deal with 
it, and then there's a knock on his bedroom door. "Huh?" he says. 

"It's Sherman," she tells him through the door. 



He bolts upright, hurriedly grabbing a shirt. He shoves it over his head and runs to the door, wrenching it open. 
"Sherman?" he asks Gloria, who is blinking at him in surprise. She nods. "Shit." 

He stalks into the living room, glaring at Sherman – who is seated on his couch (his couch) watching him guilelessly – 
and snaps, "I e-mailed you. I didn't say stalk me and arrive at my house at six in the bloody mor - " 

"Seven," Sherman interrupts, after a glance at his watch, and Johnson fumes. 

"Seven. Whatever the hell. How did you even – ?" 

"Cross-referenced several searches and a few blog posts," Sherman says without skipping a beat, waving a hand. "Oh, 
and Google Maps." 

Gloria has followed Johnson in, and is regarding the situation with a displeased expression and crossed arms. "How 
very informative," she mutters. "And how very terrifying." 

At the reminder she's in the room, Sherman turns his head, watching her steadily over Johnson's shoulder. "Do you 
remember why you're here?" When she shakes her head, Sherman looks back to her author. "What happened?" 

Johnson glares at the doctor for a full minute – taking in the man's slightly ruffled hair, the five o' clock shadow 
around his jaw, both seeming in contrast to the man's sharp suit; even though he can only be in his late twenties, he 
looks for all the world like he's just wandered in from giving a university lecture somewhere – before he sighs in 
resignation, relaxing a little, and explains, "She came to my signing. I gave her my sofa." 

Sherman nods. "It makes sense that she'd want to find you. It would have been instinctual. You're the nearest thing 
she has here to an ally…" He trails off at seeing the look on Johnson's face. 

"OK, shut up and talk," Johnson demands, before wincing at what he's just said. 

Sherman raises his palms in surrender. "Sure." He sighs. "I made… a machine…"  

Johnson tenses. He writes science fiction for a living – he can guess where this is going. 

Sherman scratches his stubble, stretches his mouth, the actions borne of discomfort. "It was… ah. It took ideas, pieces 
of the conscious mind and tried to… make them tangible. Corporeal. I'd been readingBetween Worlds when I wasn't 
working; it must have… during the test run… it must have latched onto the author of some of  my ideas. It used you." 

A mad scientist and an experiment gone wrong. At this rate Johnson'll start citing the Three Laws Of Robotics, or 
asking Sherman if he's felt at all like a giant fly recently. 

"It took your ideas," Sherman continues. "It used your ideas as a base, and gave you Gloria." Sherman shrugs. "I only 
meant to transfer an apple, something, like that. It was a mistake." He meets Gloria's eye. "She was a mistake." 

Gloria grits her teeth and snarls, "It would seem you found yourself with an outlier in the data you couldn't easily get 
rid of. And you thought it necessary to dump me in the street." A muscle in Johnson's jaw twitches, and Gloria 
continues, "I woke up in an alleyway. In a leather catsuit. Without my knives. I walked onto the street and was asked if 
I was an exotic dancer, whatever that means. I had to buy clothes to stop the staring." She exhales, short, sharp and 
angry. "By my Creator, I need a drink." She moves to the kitchen, starts searching through Johnson's cupboards for 
alcohol. He should probably say something, but it seems like a fictional character trying to steal his gin is the least of 
his worries right now. 

"I gave you money. I gave you what you needed to survive," Sherman attempts. 

"You did?" The question is bitter, and she doesn't even turn. 

Johnson steps in before things can turn nasty – well, nastier. "So you came here to apologise? Or to make Gloria feel 
like shit?" 



Sherman looks down at his knees. "'Fraid not." He pulls aside his jacket, stands, and at the hip of those smart suit 
trousers is a gun. The plea for understanding is utterly gone – funny, Johnson thinks, the difference a gun will make to 
a man's demeanour. (Ooh, good line; he ought to write that down. Very noir-ish.) Sherman levels the gun, aims it at 
Gloria's head, and damn, the man should not be able to do that over Johnson's shoulder. "There was no easy way to 
wash my hands of her. Once the panic wore off, I thought about it far too hard, and realised that questions would be 
asked. I destroyed the machine itself, but its product is still breathing and in your kitchen." 

"You're British," Johnson manages, in half-hearted bid to keep Sherman talking. "How did you even get 
through customs?" 

"I had a contact," Sherman replies. "An American. The same one who faked the passport." He glances down at the gun. 
"I don't like using these things" – he cocks his head with a mutter of, "Or Americans, but if they're necessary…" He 
turns the gun to aim it at Johnson. 

Shit. 

Johnson hears steel behind him; a shot, a cry, and then a very angry woman is knocking him to the floor. "Trust me," 
Gloria says in his ear, and then she's jumping to her feet, a kitchen knife in her hand, running at Sherman; never 
staying on a straight path, swerving and crouching, and so the next two shots that Sherman fires off in quick 
succession miss. 

"I have this right," Sherman tells her calmly, aiming the gun again. "I created you, I need to correct you." 

"Two bullets," Gloria sing-songs, and now she's a foot from Sherman at most. "Aim well." Another shot, and this 
one does hit her; it hits her in the shoulder. She whimpers, blood beginning to spread across the white of her dress, and 
stumbles. Sherman begins to aim again, and… 

She falls well. Just a step, more of a slump, carrying her momentum, and the knife is against Sherman's throat, held 
carefully. He freezes with a grimace, and at that, she smiles – tight and predatory – and tells him, "Isn't it lucky for 
your carotid artery that you didn't nick my knife arm? Now, about what you said…" She glances at the gun coming up 
beside her, where he's obviously trying one last time to aim it at her head, and knocks it from his hand. "I 
have excellentperipheral vision, sweetheart. Now, as I was saying… Johnson over there – yes, the man lying on the floor, 
he appears to be working on that – wrote me. But you, darling, you made me sentient." Even as her tone grows 
meandering, musing, she doesn't take her eyes off him for a moment, every muscle in her body t ense. "Free will is 
fascinating, isn't it? I think, doctor, that I now create myself." She tightens her grip on the knife, holding it closer to 
his throat, and orders, "Johnson. Inconvenient gun." 

Johnson, having climbed to his feet, jogs over to grab the gun from the floor. 

She risks a glance at her knife, and then tells Sherman, "I don't like using these things, but if they're necessary…" She 
grins, but it falls from her face as she demands, "Leave. Don't return, and don't expect the blueprints for your lovely 
machine to remain whole for very long – you found us, I can return the favour. You've read the books. You know I will 
happily take your life, I simply don't want to get blood on my dear friend's carpet. Oh, and he will be pointing your 
gun at you on the way out. One bullet." She steps round him, circling the knife round his throat, until she's standing 
behind him, the knife still worryingly close to his throat. "Now, walk." She pats Sherman down with her other hand, 
this one slower and jerkier than the other as she struggles to move her shoulder. "And if you're planning to use any 
other firearms, it won't be pretty." 

He does, watching Johnson with scared eyes; the author has indeed got his gun, and is pointing it at Sherman with 
shaking hands. Johnson's written about these things enough times, but held one? No. Just the thought terrifies him. 

Sherman edges to the door, opens it slowly, and begins to step out into the front yard; Gloria shoves him forward, 
slamming the door as he stumbles, and then quickly steps away from the door, putting an ear to the wall next to it. 
When she seems to hear nothing, she turns to Johnson to find him staring at the gun in disgust.  

"I need to put this somewhere," he says quietly, before looking up at her. "I suppose I shouldn't be surprised." He sighs. 
"I wrote you as good with knives and slightly unbalanced." 



She looks down, realises she's still holding the knife, and then goes to the sink to wash it, putting it back in its block 
with the others. "I will find him," she tells Johnson. "And I'm not entirely sure I'll be merciful next time." 

"I refuse to be privy to a murder!" 

She turns to him, frowning. "The man's and egotist and an obsessive. I was going to destroy his work. I'm sure 
someone will send him to some sort of asylum eventually. " 

"Oh," Johnson says lamely. 

She holds out a hand for the gun. "May I have that, and a coat of yours?" 

He obeys, and she slips the gun into the pocket of his mackintosh. "This is going in that large river of yours."  

He wonders about the sound of the shots, but then thinks about the area he lives in. Calling the police? Hah. That 
implies they'd actually do something about the call. 

To-do list: Write new book. Ask Gloria to get a job. Move. He has money now; he could buy a mansion and have his 
own private street. 

He sighs. Yeah, right. 

 
 

"Mr. Johnson?" a woman asks. She's dressed in a replica of Gloria's old outfit, one that looks home-made, and is 
wearing a ginger wig. 

"Yes?" he says, straining to hear her above the low-level noise of the crowd. Ah, conventions – someone's probably 
started a debate about canon while he's been talking. 

"Why did you get rid of the catsuit for the third book? I mean, it was iconic." She crosses her arms, waiting for a reply. 

He considers his answer, wondering how exactly to explain. "Well, truth be told, Gloria was getting a little sick of it." 
The crowd's murmur turns into a laugh, and he smiles, going along with it. 

They think he's joking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


