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FOREWORD

[image: image]Root” is a powerful word, and an even more powerful natural phenomenon. Charles and Francis Darwin theorised that roots, in a botanical sense, act like a brain, dictating how plants grow, move and behave and how their cells communicate with each other. Their theory was seen as revolutionary biology and is wonderfully applicable as a human allegory. My own roots determined the current version of me; how I act, think, move and grow, like some strange, organic, time-travelling magic based on consequence, for roots also ignore the traditional constraints of time. They stretch into the past and weave through the present and the future.

When I think of roots now, I mostly think of reasons to stay.

Those reasons anchor me to this earth with hopeful tendrils and fibres spreading out through the soil of lived experiences. Or maybe the roots are the memories of those experiences, each one stubbornly tied to this life. Without them, we are unmoored, drifting, lost. My roots kept me here when I no longer wished to slog through the daily struggles. When my brain told me I wanted to die, my roots nourished me and helped me to grow stronger, fitter, more present. I have these little tubers of obligation, and purpose, and love, and duty, affection, and history, causes that snake through and around everything I do and all who live in my world.

They aren’t all healthy, these connective ties. Some of them have withered and rotted in the ground, but I remain attached, even though I do not live where I was planted. Like so many of us who hated where they grew up, I got out of that dying market town at eighteen and never looked back. The sky feels larger and heavier there, the land too flat. The town decays and shops in the centre around the once busy marketplace are empty, metal sheets fixed across the windows to prevent break-ins. I sometimes wonder what my life would look like if I had stayed. Would I be writing or editing books?

The connective family root has not fully shrivelled. Every now and then, there is this little tug on my soul, and I find myself ‘home’. It is always as depressing and exhausting as I imagined it would be, even though some good memories remain.

These are also my roots: a pair of headstones in a cemetery, carved with my grandparents’ names, who raised me. My mother, who refuses to move from our hometown. The bus back takes me past my old school before it drops me near my childhood house. Primary roots, without which, I would not exist. I both love and loathe them.

Which got me thinking about ancestry, about a sense of place, about what it feels like to be rooted in a culture, a tradition, a family, chosen or inherited; prejudice, love. Or, what it feels like to be uprooted, transitory, confused. Horror is the perfect playground for such explorations: it is a genre highly bound in identity, in existential explorations, in matters of belonging, or of being alone. The stories in this anthology, Roots of My Fears, portray some of those ideas in masterful fashion, from writers you’ve heard of and a few you perhaps have not. The roots pushing insistently through these pages tell of family dynamics, meaningful places, journeys of identity, death, birth, loss, pain, gain, shame. Customs and lore, traditions and superstitions. Bones, blood, scales, fur and teeth. Hauntings of an intimate and highly personal nature. Monstrous things made of grief, of hate, of regret, of hunger. I am extraordinarily proud of what we’ve created here, and the breadth of stories we’ve been able to tell. I hope you enjoy this assortment of magical, and at times, devastatingly beautiful, horror fiction as much as I enjoyed putting it together. I hope that during a time where many of us are searching for meaning in a life that seems fraught and frightening and overwhelming, a reminder of where we’ve come from, for better or for worse, can provide some comfort as we try to grow towards the light, no matter how scant. The roots will keep us firm and steady. The roots will provide.

GEMMA AMOR
March, 2025












LAMB HAD A LITTLE MARY


ELENA SICHROVSKY

Lamb had a little Mary, with cheeks as white as snow.

And everywhere that Lamb went, Mary was sure to go.

Lamb never roamed far into the forest, but wherever she walked on her long legs Mary had to run to keep up. Lamb told Mary that one day her body would sprout legs just as long and spindly. Someday, she would be taller than the berry bushes; someday, she would look just like Lamb, with those big, shadow-rimmed eyes and sour breath.

The only place Mary was not allowed to follow was the cellar. Some nights Lamb would go down there and open a spigot of rage and let it rush into her mouth, like a flaming red colony of ants. Mary would sit on the edge of her bed and wait and wait until Lamb came back up the stairs, wobbling on those long, bendy legs.

Mary always knew when Lamb had been to the cellar because she felt fire from Lamb’s tummy when she laid her head there to rest. She felt warm droplets hit her dress when Lamb pissed herself while tucking Mary in bed. She felt heat from Lamb’s snores when she fell asleep beside her, heavy arms splayed across Mary’s thin bones.

The one thing that still felt cold was the light from the window. Lamb always forgot to put the paper-cut stars on the glass pane, so the night became one giant black eye that never cried or even blinked. Even when Mary closed her eyes, she could feel the chill creeping through her eyelids.

*   *   *

The next morning Lamb opened her mouth and last night’s dinner came pouring out for breakfast.

Mary was still hungry, so she went out into the forest and plucked black pearls off the throat of a chokeberry bush. Chokeberries had magic because of their ruby-midnight color. She whispered a secret to each berry before pushing it between her teeth. She told the first one that sometimes, in her dreams, Lamb acted more like Wolf, except Wolf wasn’t real; it only lived inside storybook spines. She told the last berry that she wished for another Mary. They could be little together; they could push Lamb’s sleeping body off the bed and watch the paper stars shine forever.

The last chokeberry must have had the most powerful magic, because it listened to her. By winter Lamb’s legs grew much fatter and Mary heard knocking from inside when she put an ear to her swollen tummy. Lamb slept longer, read fewer stories at bedtime, and sometimes didn’t return from the cellar until morning.

One day the tummy-knocking stopped and the crying started.

Then Mary met Tiny.

*   *   *

Tiny was wrinklier and pinker than Mary. Tiny cried at the sun when it set and cried when it rose. Tiny even cried at the moon. Sometimes, when Mary told Tiny about the chokeberry that had granted her wish, Tiny stopped crying.

Lamb looked strange now. Parts of her chest looked longer, like bells with pink ends that Tiny would grab and suck at. Mary was hungry too, but Lamb said only Tiny could drink from the bells of white cream and sweet smell. Mary wanted to go out and find more chokeberries, but now the ground wore ice dresses and glass shoes and Mary was afraid to slip into their dizzying dance, so she sat by the window and licked wet mist off the shivering glass instead.

Then Lamb’s pink bells stopped ringing.

Tiny cried and cried until her little mouth grew cherry red, but there was nothing left to drink. Lamb went back to the cellar and Mary waited and watched Tiny thrashing in her cradle. After some time, when Lamb did not return, Mary put a spot of spit on her finger and laid it between Tiny’s lips. There were no teeth, just soft elastic gums sucking at her fingertip.

One night, Lamb came back from the cellar and her legs were dancing so hard and fast that when she spun, she flung Mary across the room. Mary hit her head and rolled out the open door, landing in the ballroom of dark ice dresses. Snowflakes spun her into a dream that was silver at the edges and howling in the center.

Mary didn’t get up for some time. She just laid there, drinking up the cold beauty like poison. Her fingers and toes disappeared and then returned, again and again like the wooden seat of a swing.

When Mary finally crawled back into the house, shivering and shaking, there was no one in the bedroom.

*   *   *

Mary ran around inside and outside, calling for Tiny. She wondered if the magic had run out and the chokeberries had taken Tiny back. She determined then and there that she would dig through the snow and find more chokeberries; she would tell them every secret she had, about the family of dead snails under the flowerpots and the headless monsters under her pillowcase. Anything they wanted to know, she would give them, if only they would let her have Tiny again.

Then Mary smelled a whiff of piss from below. She wasn’t supposed to enter the cellar, but Tiny didn’t know that. Mary had to warn her. She climbed down the staircase, one hand covering her eyes, two fingers spread far apart enough to see through the crack.

When she arrived at the cellar door it was open. Lamb was holding Tiny and pressing her little lips to the rage spigot. Mary ran over and snatched Tiny away. The fire that Lamb drank was bitter and angry, and Tiny should only have sweet things in her mouth, things laughing and white and soft-smelling.

But Lamb was angry that Mary had come to the cellar. She rose, loud and red, moving fast and dark, and she scratched Mary.

So it turned out that Lamb was part Wolf after all.

*   *   *

Mary took Tiny to the bed and laid down to sleep beside her. The scratch on Mary’s arm burned against the blankets, so she told the scratch a story. The paper-cut stars on the dresser got up and sat around her in a glowing circle to listen, too. Mary talked about the powerful family of chokeberries that wandered the forest beyond the house, and how the magic that had given her Tiny would surely keep them safe.

But then the paper stars heard footsteps coming, got scared and ran away.

Mary saw Lamb-Wolf looming on crooked legs—a tall, faceless shadow—until she moved forward and collapsed to sleep at their side, her unhappy mouth wide and wet with drool.

The sheets were damp when they woke up. Lamb-Wolf said that Mary had wet the bed. Mary saw the dark stain on the front of Lamb-Wolf’s clothes, but didn’t say anything. She washed the sheets like she was told and boiled them in the sun until they bubbled to the surface like drowned clouds.

Mary’s arm still hurt where Lamb-Wolf had scratched her, so she showed her wound to the icicles hanging from the rooftop. The icicles poured little rivers onto the patch of skin, now rippling in hues of purple and green. Mary explained that the scratch had transformed into a spiral of dream-dust, just like the Northern Lights, and the icicles melted into applause, one at a time.

*   *   *

Lamb-Wolf was different now. Her eyes were even darker than before. Mary followed her to the bed and then down to the cellar and back to the bed, but Lamb-Wolf didn’t talk to her anymore. Mary was too afraid to get scratched again, so she just watched Lamb-Wolf hold Tiny up to the spigot, watched Tiny cry all night, watched Tiny reaching in vain for Lamb-Wolf’s chest bells.

Days and nights passed. The icy ballgowns of the forest went away, and the earth took out green skirts and thin brown scarves. Mary taught Tiny how to count Lamb-Wolf’s crusty yellow toes and crawl up the long bridges of Lamb-Wolf’s legs. She told Tiny that soon the chokeberries would bloom again and they would know how to help. They might even fix Lamb-Wolf so that she would just be Lamb again.

*   *   *

The chokeberries didn’t come back in time.

They didn’t stop Lamb-Wolf from dropping Tiny under a soapy tongue of bathwater. Lamb-Wolf was closing her eyes on the edge of the tub, and Tiny’s mouth opened under the water, with no sound coming out. Mary got the sleeves of her dress wet when she reached in to rescue Tiny.

Then Lamb-Wolf woke up and pulled at Mary’s wrist, but Mary pushed her away. She didn’t want her to sleep in their bed tonight. She wanted to dream with Tiny and the paper-cut stars. So she pushed Lamb-Wolf’s head into the warm bubbles of the bath, making her hair all wet and shiny. And Mary kept pushing and pushing and pushing—

—until the water stopped moving.

Tiny sat on the floor, sucking an acorn while Mary dragged Lamb-Wolf out of the bathtub and wrapped her in the bed sheets, turning her into a white log. It took a long time to pull the white log across the floor. When Mary got to the door, she shoved hard and the white log bounced down the stairs in little bunny hops.

one

two

three

Touching the back of Lamb-Wolf’s head, Mary felt something wet. She tasted it, hoping for the white sweetness of the chest bells, but it smelled awful and hot and red. It didn’t make her any less hungry. Lamb-Wolf didn’t move. There was only the sun shining on bright grass, and swarms of black mosquitoes flying around her head, and Tiny started crying from inside the house, screechy and forever.

Mary turned around and screamed right back.

The forest stared at her, wide-eyed. Then it opened its arms and beckoned slowly.

*   *   *

The forest took care of Mary and Tiny. Mary ate flowers and some of her own hair and washed Tiny’s dirty bottom in the river. The forest gave them a soft bed to sleep on each night. Sometimes it smelled of beetle earth, and sometimes it reeked of decaying deer, but it never smelled like Lamb-Wolf’s piss.

There were huge paper-cut stars in the sky, bigger than any she’d ever seen. Mary told Tiny how the forest cut those shapes out just for them, how the trees had climbed on top of each other to make it all the way up to the sky and then used dried leaves as scissors.

The day the chokeberries finally returned, Tiny was sleeping. Mary didn’t want to wake her and hear the loud crying again, so she went to talk to the berries alone. She knelt by the bush and plucked nine dark pearls off, cupping them safely in her hand.

Mary told the first berry that Tiny had learned to stand up. Tiny was getting heavier to carry, too. The noises in their tummies had become quieter but Mary could feel the bones around her chest growing hard. She talked about how they had left Lamb-Wolf behind and how she taught Tiny not to miss her.

When her voice got tired Mary whispered about the scratch on her arm that still hadn’t faded; about the nights when Mary was too cold to get up and piss outside the bed; about when Tiny cried so loud that Mary stuffed crumpled leaves in her mouth to silence her.

Mary saved her most important secret for the last chokeberry.

She told it that she might be part Wolf, too.














THE HOUSE THAT GABRIEL BUILT


NUZO ONOH


I

Gabriel was the only son of an only son of an only son. That was his identity in their small close-knit village, the first thing that people thought of whenever they heard his name mentioned—Poor man! His bloodline is cursed with the only-son hex. Who knows what demons have cursed that unfortunate family!

These were the thoughts the villagers shared among themselves whenever they saw Gabriel in his familiar worn wrapper and granite face. Nobody could ever remember seeing the young man smile, and at just sixteen, he already had the inscrutable mien of a man three times his age. Despite his short stature and lean frame, Gabriel exuded a menacing aura that intimidated his larger-built peers. His eyes were icy flints of suppressed rage, his chiselled features unyielding and harsh. He rarely spoke and when he did, his deep voice was as hard as his face.

Everybody knew the reason behind Gabriel’s cold personae and the rage that dogged his every step. Despite his mother birthing nine children, Gabriel was the only one to have survived the notorious malignancy of their clansmen, the Onovo clan. Their fabulous wealth had always attracted the envious hearts and evil-eye of their relatives, resulting in many inexplicable and untimely deaths in their family line. The Onovo clan was known to favour poisoning as their favourite tool of elimination, closely followed by vanishings and lunacy. It no longer surprised the villagers to learn that another son of the doomed Agu family of Onovo clan had vanished overnight, stolen by the evil winds or malevolent witches. The murderous kinsmen always kept one son from the Agu family alive, to ensure the ancestors and gods wouldn’t curse their own families with total annihilation and an end to their own bloodlines.

After Gabriel’s father had died from a sudden blood-vomiting sickness, Gabriel had found himself at the mercy of his male relatives at the tender age of ten years. With the rest of his siblings dead, he became a helpless kitten exposed to the relentless brutality of the vicious hounds that posed as his guardians. Like ravaging vultures, his murderous kinsmen fell on his father’s wealth and in little time, devoured his entire inheritance, from countless yam barns, farmlands, mud-huts, and domestic animals, to the last kennel-nut.

Consigned to a life of unremitting drudgery and savage beatings, Gabriel learned to survive by staying invisible and mute. And today was no different. From his secret place behind his mother’s hut, he watched as one of his clansmen forced his lecherous way into his mother’s hut just as the night fell silent, with both humans and animals deep in dream-slumber. He covered his ears with his hands to shut away his mother’s anguished cries and the hoarse grunts of the man’s lust. His breathing was harsh, his heart enraged and burning with hate—Patience, Ike-wa-Agu; patience. Your time will come. It’s just a matter of time… soon… soon…

Ike-wa-Agu; that was the name his late father had given him at birth, the name by which Gabriel was known in the days of his helplessness. That was the name the kinfolk cursed as they rained vicious blows on his wiry body, leaving him so bloodied and battered that bathing and sleeping became agonising rituals. It was the name he used when he shrieked his rage at his father’s grave and begged his ancestors for freedom and vengeance.

Finally, on the night of his seventeenth birthday, his late father visited his sleep with a potent message: “Our good son, your father and forefathers have heard your cries and we will surely wipe your tears. Arise! Find your way to the shrine of the powerful medicine-man at Ukehe, he that goes by the name of Aja. Tell Aja that you’re the only living son of Agu of Onovo clan and he will show you the way to freedom and revenge.”

Gabriel awoke from the dream shivering violently and fighting the hot tears dampening his face. He was not one prone to tears, and the wetness on his cheeks stunned his body into relentless shudders. In that instant, he knew without a doubt in his heart that he had received a potent vision from his ancestors, a message from the dead. And the next day, before the rooster crowed in the dawn, Gabriel left their hamlet for the distant village of Ukehe, armed with a white chicken he stole from one of his relative’s coop. By noonday, he had arrived at the famous shrine and presented the medicine-man, Aja, with his gift of the clucking white bird.

“What do you want from the shrine and the spirits it serves?” Aja asked after sacrificing the chicken and completing his divination with the oracles.

“I want to end ‘the-only-son’ curse in our bloodline,” Gabriel said, his voice harsh with rage. “I want to regain our family wealth; I want power beyond that held by any other chief in all the villages; I want unassailable authority to annihilate my enemies with total impunity. Last but not the least, I want fame; that my name may never be forgotten in our village and across the lands. That is my wish, great medicine-man. That is my prayer to the shrine, the spirits, and the ancestors.”

For several tense minutes, Aja observed Gabriel in heavy silence from under hooded lids. Finally, he took a deep breath and exhaled heavily.

“Are you willing to make the sacrifice for your wishes?” the medicine-man finally asked, his voice quiet, yet hard. “A great favour from the spirits requires a powerful sacrifice, one beyond the blood of animals and birds. So, I ask you again, Ike-wa-Agu, only living son of Agu of Onovo clan; are you ready to make the sacrifice required for your wishes?”

Gabriel fixed the medicine-man with his icy gaze and nodded.

“I am ready, great Dibia,” he said, his voice hard, his face a granite rock as he stared unflinchingly at the sharp blade in the medicine-man’s hand. His body was rigid, yet, his breathing was steady, devoid of fear and uncertainty.

“Spirits, entities, ancestors, and deities, gather and bear witness to this secret gathering before your powerful presence. Let the deal be sealed in blood and your mysterious wills be done,” Aja intoned in a stentorian voice.

When he was done, he leaned over and sliced Gabriel’s outstretched arm with his knife.

As the blood dripped into the divination bowl, a thick fog instantly covered the room, as if several heaps of smouldering, damp wood had been stoked inside the shrine. Gabriel started to cough violently, his eyes, stung by gritty tears. And in the white fog, he saw a sight that caused him to gasp.

Three men materialised before him, three spirits whose stern faces and burning gazes left no doubt in his mind as to their identities, even before he recognised his late father among their midst—Papa! Grandfather Agu, and Great-grandfather Agu! Amadioha have mercy! What miracle is this?

As the thoughts fled his mind, another figure materialised next to the ghosts of his ancestors. This time, Gabriel couldn’t stop the loud scream that escaped his mouth. Terror stretched his features into frozen immobility as he stared at the glowing skeletal entity whose claws flexed with rattling menace. The bone-entity was so tall that its skull touched the roof of the shrine. Its ghastly presence suddenly drenched the air with ice, freezing Gabriel’s flesh right through to his bones.

He started to shiver violently as Aja fell to his knees, bowing low to the supernatural visitors. Gabriel quickly imitated the medicine-man, prostrating himself on the floor as he called out garbled greetings to the spectres in a quivery voice.

“Ike-wa-Agu, arise before your ancestors and the great deity we serve, the fearsome Ogbunabali, The Death-Lord himself.” Gabriel felt goosebumps drench his skin as he heard the familiar voice of his father speak—Ogbunabali! Ancestors have mercy! What have I gone and invoked now?

As he stumbled to his trembling feet, bowing effusively over and over, a new voice pierced through his panicked thoughts.

“For countless moons, our family has fallen victim to the wicked machinations of our envious clan,” Gabriel’s grandfather now said. His voice was raspy, and Gabriel struggled to overcome his awe as he heard his grandfather’s voice for the very first time—Ancestors! So, this is what Grandfather looks like; this is what my grandfather’s voice sounds like, this my ancestor I never met in the living flesh! Once again, a delicate sliver of goosebumps doused his clammy skin. “Thanks to their evil, the Agu family has failed to multiply in great numbers to battle them effectively. As our people say, ‘Igwebuike’—there is strength in numbers. They are determined to decimate our numbers and alas, you are the only one to lose your father at a very tender age,” his grandfather paused and bowed his head till his jaw almost touched his chest. A heavy air of melancholy hung over him and Gabriel felt the unfamiliar tears sting his eyelids again.

“To protect our last bloodline, your precious self, we convened in the realm of the ancestors and decided to yoke our souls to the powerful deity of death, the fearsome Ogbunabali, He in whose mighty presence you now stand,” Gabriel’s great-grandfather took over and once again, his body shivered in awe as he listened. “With the mighty death deity on our side, we can conquer and decimate our enemies. You will live to break the hex of the only son that has afflicted our family through countless moons. I already pledged my soul and the soul of every first daughter of the Agu family to the goddess of wealth, the mighty Njoku. This pact was sealed a long time ago, before the birth of your grandfather. Therefore, no matter what those viper-kinsmen do, wealth will always flow in our bloodline as the beneficiaries of Njoku’s benevolence. So, have no fears, good son. With The Death-Lord now on our side, you have a battalion before you to fight your battles. I will give you the secret to our wealth, but first, pledge your soul and the souls of your sons to the great Ogbunabali, right to the eighth generation. With your pledge, The Death-Lord will ensure that our hamlet will never die and our bloodline will live to expand through the endless moons. Now, pledge your allegiance to the great Ogbunabali.”

Gabriel’s head expanded and contracted as tiny dots of terror layered his skin. He fell to his knees once again and bowed his head even lower, breathing hard and fast. An icy wind burnt his skin and he sensed the close presence of the hulking skeleton. Something reached into his chest, a freezing claw, searing him in icy agony. He screamed as his knees buckled, sending him sprawling on the hard, red-mud floor of the shrine. He was sure he was dying, that the death deity had ripped out his heart in its bloody entirety. But when he reached his hand to his exposed chest, he felt nothing but the clean hard surface of his muscled chest, devoid of the wet warmth of blood.

A squelching sound drew his attention. He looked up and saw The Death-Lord chomping the raw flesh of his bloodied, pulsating heart—Ancestors! Oh, my ancestors! I’m dying… dying. Even as the thoughts left his mind, Ogbunabali vanished, swallowed in a blink by the thick swirl of smoky air. Once again, Gabriel was left kneeling before his ancestors, his breathing harsh and loud like a person fleeing a pride of lions.

“Return and fulfil your destiny, good son,” his father spoke to him in his hollow-sounding voice. Gabriel wondered if his father’s voice had always sounded this empty, just like an echo. But it had been so long since he last heard his father speak that he could no longer remember how his voice had sounded in his lifetime. “Remember the numbers eight and four. Those are the destiny-numbers of our bloodline. Eight is our ultimate destiny-number but must be reached in rituals of fours. Teach your children the sacred numbers, that they too will share them with their children to the eighth generation when our contracts with both the wealth and death deities come to an end. We leave you now to carve out your destiny, our good son. This is your time. Live it well.”

And his ancestors vanished, just as Ogbunabali had done, and once again, Gabriel found himself with the medicine-man in the now smokeless shrine, fighting the warm tears that flowed involuntarily down his face—Finally! Oh great ancestors! My time has finally come! Vengeance, I call to you now! Come swiftly to me! Bring with you black coffins filled with corpse flies, grave worms, and bone-beetles, so that nothing, not a single hair, will be left of our enemies by the time I’m done with them! Great Ogbunabali, your eager servant will be your tool in this earthly realm and will feed you enough souls to satisfy your appetite for eternity.

By the time Gabriel arrived back at his village later that evening, the sun was already down and his relatives were brimming with anger at his unusual absence. As they approached him with menace, Gabriel felt a rage as he had never felt in his entire life—Enough! Today, your reign of terror ends, you vile bastards!

From his enraged mind, Gabriel cursed them with the insanity of self-immolation and the dishonour of self-degradation. Even as the thoughts fled his mind, his four kinsmen started to tear the robes from their bodies with maddened hands, exposing themselves to the stunned gazes of the women and children. As the villagers quickly gathered in response to the panicked shrieks coming from the Onovo hamlets, two of the naked men started to slice off their own penises with sharp blades, their agonised screams as deafening as those of their gawking families.

Gabriel stared at them in silent rage, his body as still as a statue. He was filled with the fearsome new powers of the death deity, and his thirst for blood was great—Spill your evil, you disgusting bastards! Confess your wickedness before the people, then end your vile lives with your own hands. With each thought that left Gabriel’s mind, his four clansmen obeyed his commands with catatonic savagery.

“I poisoned Gabriel’s two younger brothers with the tainted peanuts I gave them on their way to the stream,” the first man shrieked in a pain-filled voice as he started to hack his torso with his knife. “I squashed Gabriel’s widowed mother in lust on too many nights to recall and confiscated her clothes for my wives’ use.”

Even as the gathered villagers gasped in horror, the man fell to the ground, bleeding his life away into the sandy soil, his severed penis lying limp by his side. Soon, the other three kinsmen began to confess their own abominations before annihilating themselves as Gabriel’s silent thoughts ordered. One doused himself in kerosene and set himself on fire; the other poured the entire contents of his hidden jar of poison down his throat, the same poison with which he had killed Gabriel’s father all those years gone. The final kinsman, the leader of the band of thieving relatives, started eating his own severed penis before the horrified gazes of the villagers. Those that tried to stop him were shoved away with brutal force, even as tears continued to roll down the man’s face as he ate his unholy dinner, his mouth coated in blood and snot, his body trembling violently in feverish anguish.

Just before he collapsed into unconsciousness, his petrified gaze met Gabriel’s fiery glare. In that instance, he knew that Gabriel would never offer him the escape of death. He was now an Ọdindu-Ọwu-Kamma, the living that is better off dead.

In the chaos and terror engulfing the hamlet, nobody noticed Gabriel in his silent immobility—save his stunned mother and his younger cousin, Dozie, the last son of the unconscious lead kinsman lying on the ground in his naked mutilation. Dozie was known in the village to spread juicy and unsavoury stories filled with half-truths, and when he later claimed that Gabriel’s eyes had glowed a brilliant blue hue as the kinfolk were annihilated, his story was received as truth by half of the villagers. The other half cursed his wild imagination with robust derision.

But not for long.

By the time Gabriel’s imposing mansion sprung up overnight on the vast hamlet where the numerous huts of his late ancestors and relatives had once stood, they too became believers. But by then, it was too late. Like a colossal monster with an endless appetite, the house that Gabriel built began to demand its unholy feast and soon, it dawned on the villagers that they were no longer humans, but helpless prey to an invisible evil that now hulked over them in its majestic and terrifying beauty.




II

Magdalene stared at the imposing stone-brick mansion belonging to her new husband’s family with awe-widened eyes—Ulọ-Gabriel! Holy Mother! I can’t believe that I’m actually looking at Ulọ-Gabriel, the house that Gabriel built! Once again, she pinched herself, wincing softly as her fingers pierced the pale skin of her exposed arm. Her wide eyes took in the gargantuan structure that had been one of the wonders of creation in the country for over five decades since it was first built by her late father-in-law, Gabriel, a man rumoured to have sold his soul to the devil. Even at the catholic secondary school she had attended, the reverend sisters used Gabriel and his incredible house as an example of the diabolical works of Satan and his evil minions.

Now, as she studied the high turrets, pointed arches, spires, stained-glass windows, gables, and decorated stone masonry, Magdalene knew that there must have been some truths in the stories she had heard about the infamous building—Surely, no mortal hands could have built this house in this country, not even the magical hands of the colonial masters! No wonder the villagers couldn’t burn it down during the famed Day of Disturbance.

Again, Magdalene shuddered as her mind frantically tried to retrieve every tiny bit of gossip that she’d heard about Ulọ-Gabriel in her nineteen years of existence. Rumour had it that the mysterious villager, Gabriel, had annihilated his entire kinsmen in a single day before confiscating their properties and lands for himself. They said that due to some hex, Gabriel was an only son of an only son of an only son. Yet, by the time he died, he had eight living sons and one daughter, who had died a mysterious death in her sleep.

Incredibly, all the sons were twin births, an unheard-of occurrence in the village. In just four pregnancies, Gabriel’s late wife had succeeded in birthing eight living sons. Another strange thing was that each of the eight sons was named Gabriel. Magdalene’s new husband was Gabriel-8, and she was the eighth and final bride to be brought into the notorious mansion said to have been built by demons. But more fantastical was the fact that all the Gabriels were born with deformed eyes, a black right eye and a blue left eye. Magdalene always struggled to hide an involuntary shudder each time she met the unsettling gaze of her new groom.

Village lore had it that nobody ever saw the stonemasons that built Gabriel’s imposing house. The villagers would go to sleep every night, only to wake up to a new addition to the huge structure. Until Ulọ-Gabriel came into existence, nobody ever knew that a hut could grow like a tree, reaching so high into the sky that it dwarfed a palm-tree. But that was exactly what Gabriel’s four-storey house did. Even when the villagers tried to stay awake and catch the invisible builders, they claimed a strange lethargy overtook them at the stroke of midnight, as if they were drugged by the invisible mist that always shrouded their village at that unholy hour. And in the morning, when they staggered from their huts, bleary-eyed like people suffering a Palmwine hangover, they would behold yet another major addition to the house, which continued to grow and rise till it reached its towering four-storey height.

Magdalene had heard from her classmates that Ulọ-Gabriel was built by the entire members of the occupying colonial forces, whose bodies were possessed by the ghosts of all the murdered sons of the Agu clan. They said that the hexed white colonists were stolen from their beds every night and transported by fearsome beasts on great wings to build the stupendous stone-brick house. They were later returned to their houses at the crack of dawn, tired, bruised, filthy, and dazed, unable to recount where they had been or what they had done.

And when the house was almost completed, villagers claimed to see it ablaze at exactly eight o’clock every night, with dazzling lights and wild drumming, even though there was no electricity in their remote village and the unfinished building was unoccupied. Rumour had it that the blazing electricity and drumming lasted for the final eight nights before the completion of the house and in those eight nights, eight villagers vanished, never again to be seen. Their families claimed to have seen them walking into Ulọ-Gabriel like hexed goats, drawn by an invisible and malignant force they could neither ignore nor resist. They never came out of the house once they entered, and yet, every search of the property failed to reveal the missing men.

The villagers concluded that their blood had been used to mix their flesh into the cement that glued the monstrously glorious house together. In their rage over their missing relatives, the villagers staged the famous riot known as The Day of Disturbance. On that fateful day, the entire population rose as one and marched with their torched woods and kerosene jars to burn down Ulọ-Gabriel and put an end to the deadly menace lurking inside the cursed house.

They say that Gabriel had stood in front of his gate watching their approach, an inscrutable smile on his granite face. He even opened the gates for the chanting villagers and waved them in. And when they finally doused the house in kerosene and set it aflame, the heavy stones used in its construction swallowed the flames, glowed an unearthly blood-hue, before spitting the fire straight back at its attackers.

Magdalene heard that a countless number of villagers died in front of the gleeful house on that fateful day, writhing on the floor as their burning bodies roasted underneath the blazing sun. And inside the house, the sound of manic drumming could be heard, invisible hands beating a macabre rhythm unknown to the villagers, a sound that filled them with terror as they abandoned the compound and scattered to every corner of the village. By the time the dead were buried, the entire population were finally cowered. Nobody ever went near the building again, not even when it was finally completed in its majestic glory.

As Magdalene gawked at the eight clock-like mouldings sculptured onto each of the eight spires atop Ulọ-Gabriel, it suddenly dawned on her that she was seeing a distinct pattern in the formidable structure, something that would elude a less discerning gaze. What she had thought were random decors were actually built in a distinctive order. Everything in the house was constructed in double sets of fours, from the arched stained-glass windows to the triangular gables on each floor of the four-storey mansion. Even the numbers on the clock-like decorations on the pinnacles ended at eight.

Suddenly, something, an inexplicable knowing, told her that when she finally stepped foot inside the building, she would find that the rooms were equally in sets of fours, all equalling the number eight she now saw on the incomplete clocks—Sweet Mary! What is the meaning of these signs? Are they occultic signs, some demonic numbers perhaps? Holy Mary have mercy on my soul!

Magdalene shuddered, as once again, she allowed her mind to recall the final bit of lore she had heard about the infamous building. They said that Gabriel died on the very day he completed his stupendous mansion and the only time he entered the house he built was on the day he died—as a corpse. His body was laid out inside one of the eight massive living rooms at his wake, which was only attended by his immediate family members and a handful of brave villagers whose curiosity overwhelmed their terror of the cursed house and its fearsome owner. Even more astonishing, a singular white man, said to have owned the reddest hair and bluest eyes on any human, attended the burial. Nobody knew who the white man was; nobody knew how Gabriel had forged a relationship with a white person, not even the white man himself, who had stared at Gabriel’s corpse in silence with a dazed expression on his face. He left as soon as he saw Gabriel’s body and was never seen again.

That was also the last time Gabriel was ever seen. By morning, his corpse had vanished, supposedly taken away by the demons he had sold his soul to. There was no grave hosting his body even though his family had constructed a huge white mausoleum inscribed with his name to convince the world that his corpse still existed. The plaque bore the famed epitaph:

“Here lies Gabriel, only surviving son of Agu of Onovo clan.

Father of eight sons and a proud son of Ukari village.

He departed the world at the unready age of 35 years.

May the ancestors welcome his soul with pride.”

Some villagers wondered why his family failed to use his known name of Ike-wa-Agu instead of the foreign name of Gabriel, a name nobody knew how, where, or why it was acquired. Even Gabriel’s death was shrouded in mystery. All the villagers knew was that they saw him strong and hearty the day before he died. In fact, they would recall that it was the first time they had seen the usually stone-faced enigma laugh out loud, although the sound of his unfamiliar laughter set chills of dread in them rather than cheer. It sounded more like a sinister cackle than genuine mirth, a mocking crow filled with icy malignancy and menace.

Gabriel had walked around every corner of the village greeting the stunned villagers, smiling and laughing and even shaking hands with those brave enough to make physical contact with him. Yet, by the next day, he was dead, and with his death came the sudden deaths of eight villagers, eight strong young men who had retired to bed the previous night in perfect health but failed to come out of their rooms the next day.

Once again, tongues wagged, yet nothing was done. Even in death, Gabriel continued to rule the village with the same icy grip of terror that had been his trademark in life. The villagers never forgot that all it took was a look from Gabriel’s icy eyes to send an enemy to a self-inflicted death. And now, Gabriel’s eight sons occupied the infamous house he built with their wives and children. The villagers prayed fervently that none of them had yoked themselves to the same diabolical powers that had possessed their father’s soul, despite the cursed hue of their eyes.

As Magdalene recalled all the unsavoury stories about her new husband’s infamous family, she felt a sudden shudder overwhelm her body—Sweet Mother Mary! I’ve now joined the damned fraternity of this accursed house! But, why? Why me? Why did Reverend Mother Elizabeth Rose accept Gabriel-8’s proposal and send me into this very house she had deemed as the devil’s handiwork? Is it because of the stupendous money the family paid to the school or is it because I’m a tainted orphan whom nobody will ever marry, unless it’s somebody like Gabriel-8, whose name is as cursed as mine?

Magdalene had always been aware of her unsavoury antecedent, the fact that her mother was a witchdoctor who had been seduced by the white priest that had come to convert her to the foreign Christian religion. Their villagers had lynched her mother when Magdalene was born with the fair skin and silky hair of the white people. They would have killed the infant if they didn’t fear the repercussions from the gunpowder of the colonists. Instead, they had dumped her at the small, white-washed church-bungalow inhabited by her real father. The priest in turn had abandoned her with the nuns who raised her in the convent until she became an assistant teacher in the convent school. It was no secret that no decent man would marry this bastard of a traitorous witchdoctor and a white priest, save a man like Gabriel-8, the last son of the fearsome hermit who built the most infamous house in the entire country, if not the world.

“Good wife, why do you tarry? Hurry and enter your new house,” Gabriel-8 called out to Magdalene, motioning her inside with a nod. His mismatched blue-black eyes seemed to see right through her thoughts and Magdalene gave a nervous smile as she started to comply.

A figure materialised before her, a towering woman with the darkest skin and fiercest face littered with carved Nsibidi inscriptions. The suddenness of her appearance, coupled with a sizzling, unearthly energy in her fiery gaze told Magdalene that she was in the presence of a powerful spectre. The ghost barred her entrance, its arms wide, eyes glowing. Magdalene stumbled back, her heart pounding so hard she thought she would faint—Mother Mary! Oh, Mother Mary…

“Daughter, listen to your blood-mother and obey,” the ghost said in a booming voice that reverberated inside her head like drums. “Do not enter into this house without first seeking the permission of the owner. Otherwise, you do so at your own risk. Pledge your soul right now to Gabriel that he may let you into his house without malice.”

The spectre vanished before Magdalene could catch her breath. When next she heard her husband call her name, she almost collapsed from shock. Then, sudden rage overtook her—Pledge my soul to a pagan? Never! Ha! My mother indeed! Just another savage pagan entity doing the bidding of her kind. She quickly raised her hand to the rosaries she wore around her neck, stroking the beads with frantic fingers—Oh, sweet Mother Mary, I call on you to come to the aid of your daughter and save me from whatever satanic and pagan forces that reside inside this accursed house. I ask this in the holy name of your beloved son, Jesus Christ, Amen!

With a strong resolve, Magdalene took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and stepped into the house that Gabriel built.

A fury-wind like nothing she had ever experienced came at her with such force that it knocked her out. The wind seemed to wear a shadowy human form, and as darkness stole her consciousness, she thought she saw a smirking face carved of cold granite. It leered at her with black icy eyes and before she could scream, a new visage superimposed itself over it, a white face with the reddest hair and terrified blue eyes that wept endless tears of sorrow.

A savage battle ensued as each face sought dominance over the other in a whirring match of overlapping features—black-white, white-black, black-white, on and on and on. In a blink, the two faces quickly merged and Magdalene saw a brutal cold mask that bore an eerie resemblance to her husband superimpose itself over the other pale and tragic face.

Before the terror-gasp left her mouth, unholy hands started to tear at her clothes, exposing her secret parts. Even as she fought her attackers, she felt her body violated, ravaged by an entity she could neither fight nor resist—G--Gabriel! Oh, sweet Mother Mary, save thy handmaiden from Satan’s hold…




III

The next time Magdalene awoke, she was lying on a plush sofa, surrounded by her anxious husband and her new family, a family of great numbers, with several sets of twins among the children she saw—Thank you, Mother Mary! It was just a horrible nightmare brought on by the heat and everything else! She heaved a sigh of relief as she made to get up.

A sudden swoon toppled her back to the sofa as she felt a painful throbbing in her groin, a searing pain that resembled a knife-cut in her vagina. And in that instant, Magdalene knew the terrifying truth—Oh, Holy Mother! Oh, my accursed soul! I am truly damned!

Exactly nine months after she first stepped into Ulọ-Gabriel, Magdalene gave birth to a set of twins, all boys. Except they weren’t the normal twins seen in the family, but octuplets; the first of such births ever witnessed in all the region. Unlike all the other children in the Agu family, the numerous twin nephews and nieces of her husband, Gabriel-8, all the octuplets bore the same mismatched eyes of Gabriel’s eight sons.

Magdalene did not survive the birth. She took one look into the black-blue eyes of her sons as they wailed their first plaintive cries to announce their humanity and gasped herself into eternal silence.
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