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Disclaimer

 


These stories are works of fiction. Characters,
names, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s
imagination or are used in a fictitious context. Any resemblance to
any persons, living or dead, or to any events or locales is
entirely coincidental. If any of the events described have really
happened to you then I’m afraid that’s your own problem.

 


Copyright notice

 


Smashwords edition

 


All stories are copyright of the original
authors.

 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced, scanned or distributed in any form, including digital
and electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or
by any information storage and retrieval system, without the prior
written consent of the relevant author, other than brief quotes
used in reviews.

 


This collection © Leg Iron Books, 2017.
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Foreword

 


H. K. Hillman

 


The cover image exists in the real world.
Specifically, it exists in my garden. I didn’t put it there.

A year ago I moved into a farmhouse in the wilds of
Scotland. Cheap rent because it needed some work and I was prepared
to do at least some of it. The garden had been neglected for at
least a year so the landlord sent in professional herbicidal
maniacs to help me get started.

Armed with chainsaws and all manner of petrol
powered death machines, they hacked the garden back to a point
where it could be at least considered ‘possible to manage’. In the
process of cutting back the huge holly tree they discovered the
skull embedded in it. At that point they stopped cutting.

I have no idea why it’s there but I’m going to leave
it there. I like it. The tree will eventually grow around it again
although I am pruning to keep it visible. When I know I am going to
leave I will stop pruning.

It was, indeed, the inspiration for the title of
this book. The tree/three pun was irresistible and the Halloween
connection perfect.

And so, here we are at the third Underdog Anthology
on what is really the one-year mark for Leg Iron Books. Although
conceived in March 2016, the first publication (The Underdog
Anthology) did not appear until Halloween 2016.

We have a new author in this volume, Lee Bidgood,
who also has a novel that will be available in the near future.
Stephen W. Duffy returns as do Mark Ellott, Justin Sunshine and Roo
B. Doo and of course, your humble (don’t scoff) editor.

There are plans for a Christmas anthology and more
books to come in the future. This publishing idea took off a lot
faster than I expected but I’m good with that.

I have babbled enough. Without further ado, I
present the Treeskull Stories for your enjoyment.

(contents page)


About the Author

 


Lee Bidgood




 


Lee Bidgood currently resides in the
south-east of England. He used to work in the UK civil service but
was given the opportunity to lose his job and save the country some
money.

 


Now free, however, he is expected to make a
full recovery. In the meantime, he spends his time writing stuff
for fun.

 


He does not maintain a social media
presence, whatever that actually means, so complaints should be
forwarded to Leg Iron Books who will ignore them on his behalf.
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Everybody seated in the circle wore a bright
orange jumpsuit. This, it was claimed, helped them to be seen more
clearly, although by whom or what had not been explained.
Certainly, it had not removed the need for the Facilitator to stare
at everyone as he paced amid the chairs.

He stopped and pointed at Jade.

"Did you bring the watch?” he whispered at
her. “Hold it up! Wave it! No, slower. They won’t be able to tell
the make.”

Jade slowed her hand as instructed. Then she
became confused: should she continue this circular motion or flap
her hand up and down? She looked up for inspiration. The harsh
strip lighting burned back at her. The lights gave the room the
aura of an operating theatre, which was appropriate because Jade
had a vivid memory of the one in which she had died.

A near death experience, if you will,
although in her case it had progressed onto actual death, to the
afterlife, and to here: The Communication Experience, as the sign
stated above the door. A chance to get back in touch with the ones
you’d left behind. Or failing that, the chance to wave a watch at
them.

“It’s only a bloody ten-quid Casio,” Jade
muttered. “Why do they need to know the brand?”

“Please!” The Facilitator whispered again,
moving closer to Jade and squinting at her name badge. “Miss – it
was Miss, wasn’t it? Yes? - Miss Reddy. Please, you must
concentrate. The connection is distorted intentionally, but we must
still give the medium over there as much visual aid as we can. I do
not make the rules.”

The other eleven faces in the circle stared
at Jade. She blushed. She wanted to just stand up and scream, “It’s
me, it’s me, I’m here, are you okay over there? How’s the weather?”
But the Facilitator would not tolerate that.

Jade could tell from his buzz haircut and
military demeanour that he would merely strut and demand more mime.
It was the way the death-to-life communication thing worked. An
entire industry was built upon this model – more over the living
side of things, but the point remained – and it was doing very
nicely. As the Facilitator had explained at Jade’s first session,
they did not need someone coming along and ruining it with contrary
stuff like facts.

A distant female voice crackled through the
speakers mounted on each wall. “I’m seeing a watch,” the voice
said, quite literally from the other side. “It’s silver...and it’s
gleaming…it’s an expensive, silver watch. Does this mean anything
to anybody here?”

Jade sighed. She knew that proof of her own
survival beyond death would mean quite a lot to her living sister,
who was over there now in Row B, Seat Three, at the Brewhouse
Theatre in Taunton. It would to anyone, right? The biggest question
of them all, proven and solved.

She knew that her sister was there because
she had seen the seating plan; it was why Jade had been dragged
along to this session in the first place. But it was unclear why
Katherine Reddy would recognise contact from her dead sister via a
ten-quid digital watch. It had never really cropped up in
conversation. Katherine had never said, “ooh, I like your retro
Casio.” Jade had only bought the thing to wear during the day
because it reduced the chances of her getting mugged. And anyway,
hadn’t the medium just described the thing as expensive? The woman
had the wrong person, clearly.

Confused, Jade mouthed to the Facilitator:
shall I stop?

The Facilitator shook his head. There would
be no stopping.

Jade tried again. “That dark blue dress,”
she shouted, her sudden loudness making the man next to her jump.
“The one from Next. Remember? I lent it to you just before I-”

The Facilitator loomed down at her, his face
reddening. “Do not shout,” he seethed. “Under any
circumstances.”

This instruction obviously resonated with
the rest of the circle, because they all nodded.

“He’s right,” Jade’s neighbour whispered.
“No words.”

“But why?” Jade stopped waggling the Casio.
She had had enough. “Can’t I just tell Katherine it’s me instead of
all, well…all this?” She dropped the watch into her lap.

The Facilitator glanced around at the
microphones fixed to the walls, as if checking that they could not
hear him. Then he leant in closer. “No,” he said, “you cannot.
Because if you did, then it would prove to them over there that us
over here were actually here.”

“But we are here! For death’s sake, the
afterlife is real!” Jade checked herself. They were all staring at
her again. “Isn’t that why we’re here right now? To tell them?” she
said, but forgot to lower her voice.

The voice whined back at her through the
speakers: “You’re there? You said that you’re there right now? What
do you want to tell us?”

“Shit.” The Facilitator grabbed the watch
from Jade’s lap and waved it desperately at the Form-Camera™
hanging above the circle. This camera transposed high-definition
visuals into thought waves for transmission to the mediums on the
other, living side. The mediums then received these messages by
tuning into their talent, as they would put it – which, in reality,
simply meant that they concentrated really hard whilst pretending
to speak to the dead. They just had no idea that they actually
were. It was complicated and yet, in Jade’s view, so very simple.
The spiritualists, mediums and outrageous fakes that so amused her
when she was alive were actually the real deal all along. It’s just
that they didn’t know it. Duped by their own dupery. Brilliant.

Even so, Jade was frustrated. She would give
anything to contact her sister directly and let her know she was
okay. The end had been so awful and sudden. A Monday afternoon, a
main road; Jade walking, not paying attention, looking down as she
shuffled songs on her phone. And then her stepping out onto a
junction she had crossed a million times, not seeing the car to her
right; bang, blood, fall, pain, white across her eyes and, snap,
gone, nothing.

Blackness. Flickering memories of different
things. The faces above her, concerned, some panicking. First on
the street, and then in an ambulance. And then the scene became
brightly lit and clear, as the flickering stopped and she saw
herself on a table in a hospital operating theatre. They were
trying to save her. She felt all floaty, like they say that you do,
and although her life did not flash before her – so that was
bollocks - she quickly worked out how to move around the room and
see herself from different angles.

She watched as the people around the table
tried, oh they really tried, to save her, but then one by one they
gave up and stepped away. Is everyone agreed? Time of…yes,
she was dead. Jade noticed two things: one, that they had cut her
clothes with big, ugly scissors; and two, that she was still
wearing her cheap digital watch.

The latter point was unfortunate. It was
explained to her when she was told that, yes, there was a way to
get back in touch – my God, she had said; you mean that
bollocks is real? – but she could only use the things on her at the
point of death to verify her identity. And her phone didn’t count
because, technically, it had flown from her grip whilst she was
still alive. And neither did her clothes, because the hospital
staff had cut those away before she had expired in full, too. It
was the watch or zilch.

Everyone in the circle obeyed the
Facilitator’s signal for silence. The speaker buzzed, expectant.
Jade tried to calm herself by breathing deeply before remembering
she no longer breathed. There wasn’t much need to when you were
dead. But it was the thought that counted. Everything here was no
more than a manifestation of how you wished your reality to be.
Today, she saw a circle of folks in orange jump suits. Tomorrow,
they could be elephants. She merely had to reimagine the world
around her while she relaxed in her new castle on a Somerset
beach.

Eventually, the medium at the theatre came
back: “Is anybody there?” the voice asked – most unoriginally, in
Jade’s view - “You’re showing me a watch of much millesimal
fineness, yes? Is it a Rolex?”

All eyes in the circle turned to Jade’s lap.
They all looked sorry for her, frankly. The Casio emitted a series
of tinny bleeps.

“Sorry,” Jade said softly, “That’s the
alarm. I could never work out how to turn the damn thing off.”
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Jade read the noticeboard to catch up on
what she had missed in her time away. The afterlife, apparently,
had been privatised. It had been sold to a group of pharmaceutical
company executives and rebranded as OtherWorld, which was seen to
be more representative of death’s status as an alternative state of
being rather than the bit after dying.

This was true, of course. Death was a
waiting area to work on stuff between acting jobs, as it were;
before they sent you back to be something else or to try at being
what you were before, one more time, only this time do not fuck it
up. Fat chance, thought Jade. But she did not mind too much
what form she had to take, so long as it wasn’t a pharmaceutical
company executive or, worse, a civil servant. Anything else was
fine.

OtherWorld afforded greater commercial
opportunities (the notice said) through a more vibrant, younger,
dynamic (ditto) that spoke more directly to the modern dead soul.
Jade read the notice through a couple more times but it became no
clearer.

“Okay…” she said to herself and scanned the
remainder of the notice board. It was full of yet more commercial
rubbish. Adverts and solicitations for investment.

The afterlife – sorry: OtherWorld – may not
have actual, physical money, but it relied just as heavily as the
other side on the concept of the stuff. Transactions; profit, loss;
liquidity and cachet. All those merry things that made the world go
around. And if you could not touch what, over here on the dead
side, was mortgage in its literal sense, you could at least spend
it as credit. A high balance? Great – go back as a successful
entrepreneur. Deep into your overdraft? Then we’re sorry, but
you’re going back as a Tory MP.

But such worries could wait. Jade was unsure
how long she would stay dead this time, but it would be a while. It
took them ages to process a sudden death – and, yes, all that stuff
about always going when you were meant to go was also bollocks if
you, say, stepped out into the road when the man was not green –
and they also had to work out the credit to add to her balance. In
short, she was in a long administrative queue. So in the meantime
she would have to get used to living in a castle on the beach.
Maybe she would add a jousting site with a berfrois. Could you
get those over here, she wondered?

Jade clucked her tongue and read the
notices. It was the usual fare: ways to spend your dead-side
balance and still save enough to go back to a life worth living. It
was a celestial supermarket, no less. But then something caught her
eye: a banner marked HALLOWEEN SPECIAL, bookmarked by two pumpkins
in silhouette.

It was the colour scheme of black on
fluorescent orange that made her look at it rather than the
headline – she had, after all, been assigned to England in her last
life, and Halloween had thus meant very little. But then she read
the detail under the headline: it was an opportunity, it said, to
really, totally go back and see your loved ones in the flesh. She
assumed this meant the chance to be a ghost, which were otherwise
no more than the wishful thinking of the living. Ghosts, as every
dead person knew, were a myth. But according to this sign, there
was indeed a way back to see Katherine, if only for one night: the
one called Halloween.

The origins of the festival were based upon
a misunderstanding of returning souls. There had been a competition
for the dead a long time ago – a phone-in, apparently, except the
phone hadn’t existed then in real life so it was imagined as
something different - where a group of winners were allowed back to
say goodbye one last time. It was all shadows and prophetic
mumblings. That type of thing. Only, the living people who
witnessed this were so impressed that they set aside a night every
year to wait for such returnees again.

Of course, the living got it all wrong. They
were so confused by the sight of the dead that they mistook them
for saints or the similarly holy and, bam, there you had it:
Halloween. Built on a misunderstanding but, like a séance, also
sort of real. The returning-soul scheme was pulled immediately. The
living were notoriously sentimental and it was best not to excite
them. They still waited every year, however, with their plastic
pumpkins and broomsticks and tat, tempting the dead back with
sweets that the dead can’t even eat.

But now, at last, the chance to return had
come again. A start-up company, WhatFaceChat from Silicon Valley
(life-side), had secured the rights to allow people back to a place
of their choosing on the night of October the thirty-first.

Excellent, thought Jade. She felt so
bad for her sister Katherine, who continually attended physic
nights held by the usual shysters and spivs to ease her pain. A
reassuring sign from Jade would allay Katherine’s post-death fears
– and, more pertinently, it would also mean that she stopped trying
to make contact. Which meant that Jade would not be dragged to The
Communication events and asked to wave that watch around. And maybe
then, with the greatest of respect, Katherine would leave her alone
until she was dead.

It was not that Jade was a callous soul. On
the contrary, Katherine’s pain stabbed at her like a knife through
the ether. No, it was merely impossible to feel loss and pain in
the same way on this side, where you knew the truth from which you
emerged and to which you returned, amen.

The sign stated the trip back cost five
thousand credits. That was a lot of soul currency; Jade hoped that
her interim stay here in OtherWorld was to be lengthy, otherwise
she would not have time to earn the balance back. She would have to
take a job based in an open plan office – again – and,
ohmygod, it would be awful. Yet this Halloween Special was too good
an opportunity to miss. She produced a pen and paper from the air
and took the details.
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Time did not exist in OtherWorld, so Jade
did not have to wait long for her trip. A Facilitator picked her
up. There was no way, he said, WhatFaceChat would allow anyone to
go back unsupervised. At least this one was nicer than the séance
guy. He didn’t shout.

The Facilitator told Jade to close her eyes.
When she opened them, she was back with the living. She knew this
because she could smell exhaust fumes and frying onions in the cold
evening air and, although she came from land-locked Taunton, she
could also hear a softly lapping sea. Where was she? Had there been
a mistake? She had stated clearly on her travel application form
who and where she wanted to visit.

Jade turned to the Facilitator, who had
swapped his regulation orange jumpsuit for an orange shirt and blue
jeans. He resembled a traffic signal. “You’ve been dead for a long
while, haven’t you?” she said, looking him up and down.

He stared at her blankly. “Is there a
problem?”

Jade gestured to their surroundings. “Well,
yes, I think there’s been a mix-up. I need to see my sister
tonight, Katherine Reddy, and she lives in Taunton, Somerset. But
this is…” she looked up and down the coastal street, just to be
sure, “…yes, this is Minehead. I mean, it’s the same county, but
we’re about twenty-five miles north from where Katherine lives. And
it’s October on this side, if it’s Halloween, yeah? So I doubt
she’s here for a night by the sea. It’s cold and there’s nothing to
come here for in October. It’s completely dead, if you’ll excuse
the expression.”

The Facilitator took her arm gently. “We’re
in the correct location, Jade” he said. “Look behind you.”

“There?” Katherine looked beyond the Seaward
Way roundabout. “But there’s only Butlin’s over there. It’s a
holiday camp. Why would-”

“Come on.” The Facilitator smiled. “There’s
a Halloween pool party in the Water Palace. Let’s go!”

Jade cringed. “Oh please, death, no.” But
the Facilitator was pulling her along the street. His orange shirt
made sense now. He was in party mode. Jade looked down at her own
clothes. She, apparently, was in party mode, too. She wore an
orange dress and black boots – and, there, of course, was the Casio
digital watch. This was not what she had paid for. She wanted a
refund. Now.

“Look,” she protested as they reached the
Butlin’s entrance. “This isn’t quite my, erm, thing, y’know? And
anyway, I’m here as a ghost, right? Ghosts hate water. I saw it in
a film once.”

“Don’t believe everything you watch,” he
replied as he handed over their tickets. “And anyway, ghosts do not
exist. But please remember that your mortal coil has been
temporarily reactivated via electrical current. You are, quite
literally, plugged into the physical universe through the
supra-celestial grid. So be careful here. The physics of current
and water still apply.”
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You find a skull embedded in a tree
and you think
"Oh, that's interesting"
Then darkness falls on Halloween and the skull tells you stories.

Stories about Death. About the dead trains and the ghost riders.
About the lives people lead and about the old lives, long ago.
Maybe it will tell you the future,

or worse...
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