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​Dear Reader,
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Welcome to Shunderland! Thank you for picking up this book.  It is your passport and your ticket.

Though the weather can be rough, and the fog plays tricks on the eyes, your presence is no accident. You are not lost. Shunderland has a way of drawing the right people at the right time. 

You are among a growing number of travelers who have found these shores and learned that Shunderland is more than just the land; it’s the men - their hearts and their souls. 

The men here are stories and they are told to honor God. Thank you for supporting them! This one happens to be Rudolph. 

Whether you purchased, found, or been given this book, I want to welcome you, from wherever you come. I’m glad you’re here, and I hope you enjoy the fiction, and the truth, you find in Shunderland.

You’re always welcome,

R. A. Graves
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​MATHEW 6: 19-21 esv.
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Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
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​I hate that I need to say this.
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This story was written by the average intelligence of a man, and not by artificial means.I hope the humanity it contains is evident!

––––––––
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Copyright © 2025 by R.A. Graves

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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​Other Tales from Shunderland
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The Mackinze Martyr

God Made the Genegantslet

Saved on the Mountain
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​ONE
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Nothing is more deceptive than the sea. Rudolph hates it. It can be calm on the surface, but it will always have secret depths. In a single hour it turns into an army of mountains, marching landward.

For now it sleeps as smooth as glass. Plates of ice dot the shore like fish scales. Farther out, icebergs float, as big as yachts in the dusk of the evening. They may as well be monsters. By spring they’re just water though; they come from the sea and to the sea they return - usually some time in April. 

If you live in Yellow Sail, you live off the sea. There’s no getting around it. Rudolph worked at the Fleming Seafood Processing and Distribution Center at the north end of the wharf. It’s a nine minute bike ride, downhill from his apartment and along the docks. At the end of the day he punches the clock, puts his coat on and makes the bike ride back. It takes longer uphill. 

Coming or going, his tires made the same thumping pattern on the planks of the wharf, and his coat puffed out, working against him. He hated his coat. It was bland green-gray, which is really no color at all. The hood was too big and the drawstrings that cinched it shut were gone, so it flew off when he rode. The elastic in the right cuff was looser than the other, and that sleeve constantly fell over his hand.

He would have bought a new one, but that’s not what his money was for.

Rudolph veered off of the wharf, onto the smooth sound of pavement and coasted to a stop in front of the jewelry store. He kicked his stand down and left his bike standing in front of the window with Mr. Hadley’s name painted white. He shook the cold out of his jacket, then entered. The bell jingled.

He hated the bell, too. The first time he came to the shop was on a cold winter’s day. The heat inside melted him. His eyes watered. His nose ran. His ears blew scalding heat and his head grew dizzy. Then there were the bright lights and the glass cases full of diamonds, reflecting everything back at him a hundred fold.

He had wanted to go back out and freeze before he lost his form - but that stupid bell. It had already said, “hey, look what we have here.” It had mocked him. 

But Mr. Hadley did not. He was a man as wise as his years. He had looked up from where he stood behind the counter, as if waiting for him. He threw a rag on his shoulder and said “What’s her name, son?”

Rudolph wasn’t prepared, but he blurted, “her name is Cassidy and she’s the prettiest girl in Shunderland.”

He passed that bell a hundred times since, and he still hates it. There’s just no way around it. He pushed through, into the brightness of the store. Mr. Hadley straightened out his spine and stood taller, like an actor getting into role. 

“Good evening, Rudy.”

“Can I see it?”

“Of course.” Mr. Hadley put down a pad he was writing on and limped the length of the display case - as smooth as the sea, only transparent, revealing all of its treasures. “I said any time, didn’t I?”

Mr. Hadley unlocked the glass panel at the end and pulled away a black cloth that hid a felt box. He pulled the box out and set it on the glass where it seemed to float impossibly - the odd little vessel it was. He gently opened the box in Rudy’s direction, a mere habit of showmanship.

Rudolph loved it. The white gold and the diamonds all but burst from the black pillowy folds that held it. It was as perfect as the day he first saw it. Without diverting his eyes he dug into his pocket, pulled out some cash and handed it across the counter.

Hadley took it. “You know, you don’t have to visit it, you can take it. I trust you for it, Rudy.”

“I can’t,” Rudolph said. “Not until it’s completely hers.”

Mr. Hadley cleared his throat. “There are others, just as suitable for her, as your wallet.”

Rudolph lifted his head.

Mr. Hadley shrank back. He had uttered an offense. “I only mean... Well, life is short, you know, and some things are more important than others. If you’d only take it, or pick another, you could have married Cassidy yesterday.”

“There are no others,” Rudolph said. His gaze lowered again. “Besides, the weather was awful yesterday.”

Mr. Hadley snapped the box shut unexpectedly. “You're a romantic, Rudy. But of course you are, you’re still young.” He put the ring box away and covered it with the shroud to hide it from others who might be capable of paying in full. “I was romantic once,” he said. He limped his way back down the display case. “I paid for Vera’s by getting a second job - this job, right here, this shop.”

When he reached his pad and looked up, Rudolph was already at the door. The chime sounded.

“You can tell me about it someday, Mr. Hadley, but I have to go. I don’t want anyone to see my bike here.”
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Cutts Lane is a narrow street that slices up the hill from the wharf; anytime you turn from the wharf in Yellow Sail, you’re turning up. Rudolph took the turn and pumped his pedals hard. Before long, he got off and pushed his bike. He never made it all the way.

At the top, where the Lane meets Mid Street, there is a little park carved into the hillside. It’s cozied-in by retaining walls and a hardy iron railing. A lone bench sits centered, close enough to the railing to prop your feet up on. Stairs flank the side, climbing to Mid Street.

Rudolph kicked the stand down and left his bike upright at the entrance. Then he stood behind the bench staring at the darkening bay, wondering why Cassidy loved this little park and its view so much. Was it the Norshunder highlands that stood directly across? Almost every morning you could look directly at the sun as it rose through the heavy mists of the hills.

He thought he was clever when he told her it was like looking at the face of God when he blinks. She said, God does not blink. She just knew things like that, like how the bay keeps its ice because it’s shallow and opens to the north, to the cold currents of the Labrador Sea.

What no one knows is the floor of the bay, shallow as it may be, it’s a grand valley that leads you down into the depths of the ocean, where mountains are concealed beneath the wet, deceiving skin. 

There are creatures out there, Rudolph was sure of it. Not just the ones that occasionally break the surface, not whales. Monsters. Monsters that no man has ever seen, except for those who have gone down on sunken ships. They cannot return to speak of them, but still, there are monsters.

Sometimes he imagined walking out onto the surface. With each step farther from the shore, the ground, the real ground, would drop out from beneath him. It was no different than walking off of Cutts Lane and into the sky. He gripped the back of the bench to sturdy his stance. Thoughts like that made him realize, he didn’t hate the sea - he feared it.

Everyone who sails, be him a captain, a deckhand, explorer, or prisoner, they all take that same absurd and impossible path into a false sky. He suddenly felt sick, as if he were falling. He turned his back.

In the evening sun he saw the golden glow of Cassidy’s form leaning over the retaining wall on Mid Street. Her hand rested on the ledge, plain and unadorned.

“Waiting on someone?” she asked.

“I’m waiting for the prettiest girl in Shunderland. Go away before you scare her off.”

She galloped down the stairs. “Well, she couldn’t make it, and I thought I would take my chance.” She ran straight into his arms.

She had the book she’d been carrying around with her for the past two weeks. A fat heavy one. He felt it press on his back in place of her arms. The cover showed a whale leaping out of a dark sea.

“Enjoying the story?” he asked.

It took her a moment. “Yes. But, I think it might be over my head.”

“Really? A book about the sea, over your head?”

She laughed. “I’m not sure it’s about the sea.”

It would be ironic if not. Everything in Yellow Sail is about the sea. She broke her hold and set the book down on the bench, then sat next to it and stared deeply into the bay. 

This is where he would do it. This is where he would propose. First he would direct her to the railing where she could see the bay. Then he would drop to one knee. She would say yes, then he didn’t know what. They would live happily ever after, he supposed.

The proposal was no secret. They had talked about marriage to the point that they were practically engaged already. It just wasn’t official. She didn’t know when or where. And she certainly had no idea how amazing the ring was. That ring! She would look at it the same way she looks at the sea.

“What’s for dinner tonight?” she asked. 

“I never know.”

On Wednesdays he went to his parents’ for dinner. His mother insisted on it ever since he got his own apartment, and now it was tradition, no invite necessary, and no cancellation accepted. Cassidy had come a few times.

“I want to do that when I move out.”

Rudolph took his place next to her and propped a foot up on the lower rung of the railing. “When you move out, we’ll be having dinner with each other.”

She did the little nod thing she does when she knows he’s right. “Then we’ll have kids and make them come to our house for dinner,” she said.

She looked away from the bay to smile at him. He ought to have seen the expanse of their future in that smile, as vast and wide and unobstructed as the ocean. Instead he envisioned a diamond in the deepest depths, and a deep, deep dive to retrieve it. It felt like darkness and monsters, and no breath anywhere.

Meanwhile, Cassidy was slowly running out of breath waiting on him. He had half a mind to put her on the back of his bike and cruise down to Mr. Hadley’s and take him up on his offer - take the ring now. Get a second job. Pay it off in a million years.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

He was able to find a smile, a real one. “When I think of us having kids, I think of babies, not grownups.”

“Well, they get pretty big, you know?”

“I heard.” He pushed his bad cuff up clear to his elbow and propped his second foot upon the rail. “How many of these things are we having?” 

Cassidy looked to the water to contemplate. Her eyes squinted against the wet wind. “No more than a dozen or so.”

“Oh!” Rudolph lost his footing on the rail and they laughed. Their laughter slid down Cutts Lane like an avalanche and piled on the water, too light to sink. “That should be fine,” Rudolph said. “I’ll just get a bigger bike.”

“You get a bigger bike. I’ll get the biggest set of pots and pans I can find, and we’ll make it work.”

“That’s a lot of mouths to feed, even once a week.”

“I don’t think you’re counting the grandchildren.”

“How many of those?”

“I would think somewhere around a hundred.”

“That sounds... that just...” He was speechless. He noticed that he was staring right down deep into the bay with no forbidding fear.

“It won't be easy,” she said, “but at least you’re smiling now.” She put her hand on his shoulder. He placed his own hand over hers. Not only is she the prettiest girl in Shunderland, she’s the most clever.

They sat awhile, enjoying each other until the darkness was too deep, then she stood on the back wheel-pegs of his bike, holding his shoulders tight as he pedaled her home. 

He thought about how her face reddened in the wind, about how her hair lifted up behind her. He pumped the pedals harder to help the matter. Her hold strengthened and her weight pressed against his back. His legs ached with an odd, joyful pain. The wind doubled, catching against his jacket, trying to slow him down. 

He didn’t let up until he reached her house. Her breath was heavy in his ear, like she was the one doing all the work. When she got off, he saw the red cheeks that he never grew tired of. Today her eyes had watered and were shining brighter than the diamond. Her hair was frizzy.

He just looked at her beautiful face, the prettiest girl in Shunderland. She methodically removed a glove, tugging one finger at a time, then placed her bare hand on his cold cheek.

It was warm. It was better than a kiss.

“I love you,” she said.

He sniffed. He felt an ache in his heart that was not all too different from the ache in his legs. He had an urge to see the ring again, but knew, if he did, his resolve would break. He leaned the bike and kissed her. Then she was off galloping toward her door.

You just wait, he said breathlessly. Just wait till you see this ring!
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Rudolph's childhood home used to be white, but that was before his time. All his life it had been a colorless beige, the color of snow at the end of winter, after being plowed and pushed and scraped aside. The evening dimness only added to that, and the porch light threw agreeing shadows.

The lawn surprised him each spring, directly from white to green. It was more weeds than grass, but a testimony, all the same, to the resilience of life - or the desperation. A few hardy gnomes survived, season after season as discolored shapes with no garden to guard.

Rudolph stood his bike in the walkway and climbed the sturdy rock steps to the sagging porch. Since moving out, he never knew if he should knock or simply walk in. Both felt awkward. He opened the door and announced himself.

All the lights were on. This had never been the case while he lived there. It was an intolerable expense, and now only done each week on his behalf. Nevertheless, the memory of his youth came rushing back easily, the smell of thick carpets and a hot stove.

His mother popped around the corner from the kitchen. “Rudy’s here,” she announced.

His father’s voice came from behind her. “I heard him come in, same as you.” 

“Hi Mom. Smells good.” He gave her a quick, soft hug.  She didn’t let him get away with it. She grabbed him by the shoulders and held him at arm's length as if to get a good look. She pulled her head back like trying to read a cookbook.

“Am I early?”

“No, You’re right on time. You’ve always been prompt. That’s commendable. It’s a skill, you know. That’s why I never worry about you.” 

“You don’t get anywhere in life, unless you get there on time,” his father said.

“Yeah, Dad, that’s what got me the job at the processing plant.”

His mother slapped his arm, half playfully, half chidingly. Rudolph was only half kidding. There wasn't much to it beyond showing up and staying all day.

His father was in his place at the table. This was one of the three places he had in the house. The others being the upholstered chair in the living room- the one that faced away from the television. He hated “the box.” The third place was the garage. It was more of an attached shed and held loads of firewood and tools he seldom used. He had a bench and a radio out there where he liked to listen to days-old baseball games. 

When it came to baseball his father was red and blue, meaning Red Sox and Blue Jays - Red Sox because they were physically the closest, and the Blue Jays because they were closer nationally, as both he and Shunderland held closer ties to Canada.  

Rudolph took his spot at the table and was promptly served. Beef stroganoff. Not his favorite. His mom started right in on the first bite.

“Grandpa William is sick.”

“He’s dying,” Dad corrected.

“Not quite,” Mom said. “But he’s not well.”

“Who?”

“You know, Grandpa William in Halifax. My step-father.”

“I thought she never remarried.” He remembered Grandma Barbara, and how his mother wept for days when they got word of her passing. He did not remember Grandpa William.

“She did. You were just little.”

“You were already grown up,” Rudolph said. “Does that even count as a step-father?”

“What do you mean? Of course it counts. They were married a dozen years and death did them part.”

Rudolph shrugged and stuffed in a forkload of twirly pasta. 

“Anyway,” she said. “We need you to go and get him.”

His fork froze. She was smiling, but she was serious. He looked to his father for more information. He was staring him down like a brick wall, ready to block and direct him to the inevitable.

“Not me,” Rudolph said. “I can’t go.” They were not accepting it. “I have to work.”

“Oh, we can’t do it,” his mother said. “Look at us. We’re old and sick ourselves.”

“No you’re not. If Grandpa William can make the trip, so can you.”

“Don’t back-talk your mother.” It was as if the brick wall jutted half the distance closer. “She doesn't ask much of you. Nothing, in fact. What’s it to you to take a little trip to Halifax? It's like a vacation for you.”

“It’s not that,” Rudolph said. “I need to work. I need to save my money. Why should we go get him? Why can’t he just come up?”

He was asking his mother, but his father answered. “He’s very sick. He’ll need assistance. God knows we can’t afford to go.”

Rudolph dropped his fork. Miraculously it remained on his plate. “Neither can I.”

“Please. You have a job, and no expenses, money just piling up.”

Rudolph tried to laugh and it eked out as a shocked breath. “I have rent. And every bill that comes with it. Same as you.”
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